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			1


			‘Pregnant?!’ Beth put down the jug of water and stared at her eighteen-year-old daughter, hoping she had misheard. From habit, her hand flew to the thin gold chain around her neck, twisting it round her forefinger.


			Ella was opposite her, glaring at her glass, turning it slowly on the table, waiting for her parents’ reaction. Her fair hair was scraped back into a ponytail, so Beth could see the vulnerability and uncertainty chasing across her face. She turned to Jon, who sat speechless, his mouth slightly open, eyes wide. In front of them, the steaming salmon and vegetables were forgotten.


			She had not misheard.


			She took a deep breath, and glanced around the kitchen as if looking for help. The door of one of the duck-egg-blue cupboards was ajar, the span of oak worktop reassuringly empty, but for the coffee-maker and kettle. The huge framed photograph of Vietnamese paddy fields, taken by Jon on their first holiday without the girls, took up most of the empty wall. Nothing was out of place.


			The three of them had just sat down together for an early supper. The judge presiding over the hearing in which Beth was representing the aggrieved wife had drawn proceedings to a close early in order to write up his judgment, so Beth had been home in good time. For once, she had had time to change out of her black work suit into jeans and a jumper. She had been planning to ask the others where they wanted to go that summer once the exams were over. As usual, they had proved impossible to pin down so far. Croatia? Turkey? Greece? All hot, relaxed places that would have something to offer each of them. Now that Ella was about to leave home for university, this might be the last family holiday they’d ever take together. The thought had struck Beth with sadness.


			Then Amy had rung to say that after the school hockey match she was going round to her best friend Hannah’s house to revise – whatever that really meant. Beth was under no illusions when it came to Amy’s less than enthusiastic academic leanings. Ella had come down from her bedroom and helped lay the table as usual, then waited till they were all sitting down before blindsiding them with her announcement. There had been no preamble, just a straightforward ‘I’ve got something to tell you.’ And then she did.


			‘Are you sure?’ Beth asked. Her instinct was to play for time, uncertain how she should react. She straightened the blue place mat in front of her, aligned her knives and fork. Order.


			Ella gave a little nod, still turning her glass. ‘Yes,’ she whispered, looking up, her face drawn but set, her eyes shiny. ‘I’ve done a test.’


			Beth sprang up and went around the table to sit by her, hugging her tight, feeling Ella’s tension as she leaned into her for support. Pregnant! For a moment, Beth’s shock stopped any thought, only allowing her to feel Ella’s anxiety and her dread of their reaction as if they were her own. She held her closer. ‘Those tests have never been one hundred per cent reliable. It could be wrong.’ But she knew she was really only clinging to a fragment of wreckage as they were washed out into choppy waters.


			Ella shook her head wordlessly, scrabbled for a tissue in her pocket and blew her nose. Beneath the sloppy jumper, Beth could feel her daughter’s slim frame trembling. She reached out with her spare hand to stroke the stray wisps of hair back from Ella’s face.


			‘I’ve done more than one test,’ Ella choked out, as she regained some control of herself. ‘They were all positive, so they must be right.’


			‘Oh, Ella.’ Beth kissed her cheek. ‘How many weeks, do you think?’ She blinked back the tears that stung her eyes, and swallowed hard. This couldn’t be happening. Not to Ella. A dart of fear shot through her: fear of the unknown, of what would happen to their daughter. Until now, Ella’s path through life had been virtually obstacle-free. She’d done everything expected of her, all the boxes ticked. But this! They’d never expected anything like this to rock their world.


			Ella looked at her. ‘Seven or eight, I suppose. I’m not sure.’


			Beth concentrated on maintaining an outward appearance of calm, while inside her thoughts were whirling, one unanswered question tripping over another. How could this be happening? How could Ella not be sure? What had she been doing two months ago? Around Christmas? As far as Beth knew, she didn’t have a boyfriend. So who …?


			‘I don’t know what to do,’ Ella said.


			‘You must do what you think is right,’ said Jon, speaking slowly at first, as if he was making up his mind. ‘We’ll support you whatever you decide.’


			Whatever you decide. The words ricocheted around Beth’s head as their dual significance sank in. Her hand rose to her gold chain again, twisting it once, twice around her finger.


			‘Who’s the father?’ Jon asked quietly. ‘Does he know?’


			He had asked the question burning on the tip of Beth’s tongue. She watched his expression, which showed nothing but love and concern. He was keeping anything else well hidden. He had always been so protective of Ella and Amy. When they were tiny, he’d joke about how, in the future, he’d insist on right of veto over any potential boyfriends. Even if he had been serious, there hadn’t been any for him to approve or disapprove of. Too late now. The thought flitted through Beth’s head.


			Ella had always been a model daughter. Everyone said so. Unlike her wayward younger sister, she had never done anything to make them worry. She was polite, kind and a hard worker at school, always focused, determined to get the outcome she wanted from whatever she was doing. Yes, she could dig her heels in, but where was the harm in that?


			A baby. Nobody had said the word yet. But they were all thinking it.


			If Ella really was pregnant, what would happen to her plans for the future? The predicted star-graded A levels, the place to study medicine at Cambridge. These were what she had worked for, what she had wanted and, therefore, what they had wanted for her. But if she had a baby … Beth tried to leave the thought unfinished, but she couldn’t stop herself racing through the possible repercussions. She felt tears stinging her eyes again, but she wouldn’t let them fall. Crying wouldn’t help. Her first instinct was to protect, her second to guide and advise. After all, sorting out other people’s problems was what she did for a living.


			‘You’ve never mentioned a boyfriend.’ The words were out before Beth could stop them. They hung in the air, more accusatory than she had intended. ‘Or have I forgotten?’ she finished, gentle again, not wanting to reprimand Ella. Guilt that she hadn’t talked to her more, didn’t know what was going on in her life, niggled at her.


			Ella shook her head, blowing her nose again. ‘He’s not exactly.’ Her words were so quiet that her parents barely heard them.


			Oh, God! Had she been sleeping around? Having unprotected sex? A new set of circumstances and their consequences entered the equation. Beth pulled back so she could see Ella clearly. Her daughter straightened up, her face blotchy but more determined now. Beth recognised that look. She drew in a shuddery breath. ‘What is he, then?’ she asked.


			‘I don’t want to talk about him until I’ve told him. Until we’ve decided what to do.’ Ella sniffed, back in control of herself again as she folded her arms across her chest and shifted out of her mother’s embrace.


			‘What do you mean?’ Beth hadn’t meant to sound so anxious. Dealing with problems was one thing when they were someone else’s, but this was different. ‘Are you really not going to tell us who he is?’


			‘Being angry isn’t going to help,’ Jon intervened, ever the family peacemaker.


			‘I’m not. Really I’m not.’ He was right, of course. Beth squeezed Ella’s shoulder, reassuring her, before returning to her place at the other side of the table. Was this really happening to them? If she pinched her wrist, perhaps she would wake up. She didn’t.


			‘I just want to talk to him first.’ The damp tissue twisted between Ella’s fingers and tore. ‘I should have done it before telling you, but I couldn’t keep it to myself …’


			Jon ran a hand through his curly hair, his expression both puzzled and concerned. ‘Of course, Lulu.’ He used her childhood nickname, the one she always responded to.


			Beth glared at him, then looked away. She didn’t want to argue with him in front of Ella, especially not now, but surely they should insist that she told them. Whoever the boy was, he shared the responsibility. He would have his own views about what should happen.


			‘Tell us when you’re ready, and then we can work out what to do together.’ Jon reached across the table and clasped both of Ella’s hands. She looked up at him, grateful.


			As she witnessed their exchange, Beth was beginning to appreciate the strong young woman her daughter had become. When had that happened? It was no time since they had been collecting her from school, taking her to piano lessons, helping her with homework, applauding her at prizegivings and school plays, driving her to and from parties. So many snapshots from her past flicked by. Now tall and leggy in her black skinny jeans and baggy jumper, with a purposeful expression, she had grown up almost without Beth realising. She suffered a familiar pang of guilt for all those hours spent at work that might have been spent at home; all those opportunities to discover what really made her daughter tick that she would never get back. The truth was, of course, that Beth had no idea who her daughter spent her time with when she wasn’t at home. She had made assumptions about her being with her girlfriends, hanging out, sleeping over. She should have involved herself more.


			But, she justified to herself, she and Jon had always agreed that she could never have been a stay-at-home mother. When they’d met, she was already well on the way to becoming a successful lawyer. She adored her family, but her job was what made her get up in the morning. She relished the challenge, the difference she could make to people’s lives, the intellectual rigour. No, she had wanted to have it all – career and family – and had tried her best to make it work. She couldn’t have done more than that.


			‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Of course that’s what you must do. It’s just such a shock. Shall we start again?’


			Jon shifted in his seat, crossing his legs, clearly relieved that she wasn’t going to make a scene. She started to serve the supper, not that she would be able to stomach a mouthful.


			Ella pushed her plate away. ‘Sorry, Mum, I’m just not hungry. I’ve been dreading telling you. I knew how hard it would be. Dad’s right, though. This is my decision.’


			‘We only want what’s best for you,’ said Jon, toying with a bit of salmon.


			Beth stared at her plate. ‘Have you thought about—’


			‘Mum, don’t.’ Ella stopped her from saying any more. ‘I know what you’re thinking.’ She scraped back her chair and stood up, taking her plate over to the dishwasher, her huge monkey-faced slippers shushing over the limestone tiles.


			‘I’m not thinking anything,’ Beth lied. ‘But I don’t want to see everything you’ve worked for thrown away. You shouldn’t make any decision lightly. You must look at all the possibilities.’


			Ella’s resigned expression was reflected in the glass splashback in the second before she squatted down to pet Jock, their grey schnauzer, who had come in to investigate the possibility of food. Then she straightened up and walked towards the door, shoulders hunched. Jock followed her, tail wagging, hoping this was the preamble to a walk.


			Oh, God, thought Beth. This is so like what happened to me. The one thing I hoped the girls would never have to go through. At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to go over and hug her daughter again, but something in Ella’s bearing prevented her. And then the moment had passed.


			‘Where are you going?’ she asked instead, desperate to prolong the conversation, to reach some kind of resolution. ‘We can’t leave it at that.’


			Ella looked back at them, biting her bottom lip hard before letting it slide away from under her teeth. ‘I’m going upstairs. I’ve got to finish last year’s physics paper for tomorrow. Not that I can concentrate, but I’ve got to try. Of course I’m not going to decide anything lightly or on my own, but there’s no point in talking about it any more. Not at the moment. I just wanted you to know, that’s all.’


			‘But …’ Beth felt the weight of Jon’s foot on hers, warning her that she was in danger of saying too much.


			‘Not now,’ he whispered.


			Ella shut the door behind her.


			‘But if not now, when?’ Beth hissed back.


			He shook his head.


			They sat together listening to the thump of Ella’s footsteps on the stairs. The kitchen was silent except for the sound of the rain beating on the glass roof of the extension. After a moment, Jon let out a deep sigh.


			‘How could this have happened?’


			‘We know how.’ Trying to get on top of her own confusion, Beth spoke sharply. She took a mouthful of her salmon, but almost gagged on the taste. Swallowing, she put down her fork. ‘What we don’t know is who.’


			‘I can’t eat a thing either.’ He stacked the plates, sweeping her leftover food on to his. ‘If she’s kept him secret till now, she’s not going to tell us until she’s ready. Even with this. You know what she’s like.’ He stood to pick up the plates and heap some of the leftovers into Jock’s bowl. ‘I can’t believe we haven’t noticed.’


			Beth hesitated. ‘But she can’t have a baby.’ Her voice broke. Jon passed her a bit of kitchen roll as she began to cry. ‘What about all her plans?’


			‘Sometimes plans have to change.’ He sounded stern, as if he had to make her understand. ‘You of all people should know that.’


			She ignored the dig. ‘She doesn’t have to have it, you know. There is another way.’ She hesitated to say more, because she knew how strongly he felt about the issue. He’d made that crystal clear when she had told him about the abortion she’d had long before they met. He’d been sympathetic, but he hadn’t hidden his feelings. ‘If only I’d known you then,’ he’d said, looking into her eyes. ‘I would never have let you go through with it.’ She’d been so touched; she had never forgotten his reaction. ‘I’d have looked after you and made sure everything worked out for the best. You can’t get rid of a life just because it’s inconvenient.’ Put like that, how could she argue?


			At the same time, she had never regretted her decision. She couldn’t help thinking that now. Having a baby at sixteen – only two years younger than Ella – in the household in which she had been brought up had been unthinkable. She would never have got away from there. Or if she had, she would never have survived. Usually she and Jon agreed about everything. But not about this, and maybe not when it came to their own daughter, whose career was mapped out, beckoning. All her teachers said the same thing.


			‘You’re not seriously suggesting …?’ He stopped, his head cocked to one side.


			She didn’t reply immediately. She needed to think the situation through, tread with care. ‘I just think we should consider all the options, that’s all. She’s only just eighteen. What about her A levels, Cambridge, her life?’ Did he not see how much those things mattered, how much a baby would disrupt everything?


			‘Why couldn’t a baby be factored in? It wouldn’t be the first time someone’s done it.’ He looked directly at her, challenging her, his dark eyes glittering. The silvering in the hair over his ears, the lines that deepened when he smiled and the slight pouches under his eyes gave him a lived-in look that she loved. If anything, age had improved him.


			She was shocked to realise that he was quite serious. She recalled her own anguish when she had realised she was pregnant as if it was yesterday. However necessary it might have been, the decision to have an abortion had not been easy.


			‘Seriously, how could she possibly study medicine and look after a baby?’ She heard the ghost of her young self talking. This was the girl who had wept with fear but hung, white-knuckled, on to the idea of a future, one she could never have had with a baby in tow. Surely the question was a reasonable one, something they should debate. When she had been studying law, there had certainly been no room for anything other than her career. Her family had come much later.


			‘Beth, listen to yourself. This is your grandchild you’re talking about.’ Jon straightened up from the dishwasher, shut the door and leaned against the run of units. The set of his face said he was not going to be easily budged. ‘I know it’s difficult, but we can’t get rid of it just like that.’


			She tried to sound reasonable. ‘I’m playing devil’s advocate here. We’re not really talking about a baby at this stage, are we? It’s just a few cells that are frantically dividing. That’s all. They don’t amount to anything yet. Plenty of young girls take the other route without coming to any harm. I did.’ The more she spoke, the more she began to see this alternative as a possible answer.


			He shook his head. ‘I can’t agree with you. Think of it this way. If we’d done what you’re suggesting, we wouldn’t have had Ella, and think how empty our lives would be without her. The only way I would ever go along with her having an abortion is if that’s what she decides she wants. Then I’ll support her, not because I approve, but because she’s my daughter and I’d do anything for her. But I won’t encourage her.’ He twisted his wedding ring around his finger, but didn’t take his eyes off Beth. ‘I’m sorry.’


			How could he be so infuriatingly calm? So closed? So wrong? Beth didn’t want to be the bad guy, but didn’t someone have to consider every option? She wouldn’t let herself think of it as a baby. If she did, she wouldn’t have the strength to argue. She would think only of Ella, the life ahead of her, and what was best for that.


			Before she could say anything else, the front door slammed. Footsteps sounded in the hallway, followed by the thud of a bag being dumped on the floor, before the kitchen door was thrown wide. Amy stood there, her pleated grey school skirt disappearing under a huge green hoodie with the school logo emblazoned on the back. Her eyes, peering out from under her side-swept fringe, were rimmed with black liner and thick mascara, presumably lashed on the moment the school bell rang at the end of the day. She certainly hadn’t left the house looking like that in the morning.


			‘Hey, peeps. Why the serious faces? Looks like someone’s died.’ She headed for the fridge, opened the door and grabbed a carton of apple juice. Once the straw was in, the other end in her mouth, she looked up at them.


			‘Do you want some supper?’ Beth asked.


			‘Good game?’ Jon spoke at the same time.


			Beth knew instinctively that he felt, as she did, that there was no need to involve Amy in Ella’s situation. They would have to continue their discussion later.


			‘Rubbish.’ Her daughter slouched across the room and flung herself at a chair. ‘We lost thanks to that effing bitch Suzy Featherstone. Like she missed two goals. Can you believe it?’


			‘Amy, please. Language.’ Beth observed Amy’s sunny mood cloud over in an instant. Beneath the too-long fringe that never quite fell enough to one side, a sullen expression took shape.


			‘Well, she is. She’s an utter cow. You don’t know.’


			‘Salmon?’ Jon pointed to the congealing remains of roast fish and wilted vegetables.


			Amy shook her head, at the same time pulling at her skirt, which certainly did not meet the not-more-than-eight-inches-from-the-knee-when-kneeling rule that Beth remembered from her own school days. ‘Nah! We had pizza at Hannah’s.’


			‘But—’


			‘It was home-made,’ Amy protested before Beth could object to pizza as a school-night meal.


			A sudden blast of unidentifiable tinny music interrupted them. Amy reached into her hoodie pocket for her phone and held it to her ear, glaring at them all the while. Her face lit up. ‘Yeah. You’re joking. He’s dope. No, I’ll text her now. Yeah, thanks. Laters.’ As soon as she cut the call off, she was texting, thumbs going at a million miles a minute, head bowed as she concentrated, a small smile on her lips.


			Jon raised his eyebrows at Beth. They knew perfectly well the impossibility of imposing their opinions or lifestyle on their younger daughter, although they hadn’t given up trying. She was a law unto herself. They had to choose their moments carefully, and perhaps they’d had enough upset for one evening.


			‘I’m going up,’ Amy announced, scraping her chair across the floor. She swept her fringe towards her left ear, where it stayed for a nanosecond before flopping back over her face.


			‘Homework?’ ventured Beth tentatively.


			‘Maybe. I’ve got stuff to do, though.’


			Beth could imagine. In the jumble that passed for Amy’s bedroom, the still small centre was the area of desk reserved for her laptop and the chair in front of it. Hers was the one room in the house where disorder prevailed, as her clothes were pulled out or taken off and dumped unceremoniously on the floor or the bed. Occasionally Beth ventured in there. Since her own disordered childhood, chaos of any kind was anathema to her. But if she said anything, or tried to impose some sort of order herself, she was shouted at. Apart from that, she had lost count of the number of family rows that had stemmed from their daughter’s unyielding preference for social media over her schoolwork. She couldn’t face another one right now.


			As Amy left the room, Jon went over and pulled a bottle of red wine from the wine rack. ‘A drink, I think,’ he said, as he opened a drawer to find the corkscrew.


			Beth fetched two wine glasses from a cupboard. The more she thought about it, the more she leaned towards the arguments for Ella not keeping the baby. She felt an urgent need to talk to Megan. But this wasn’t the moment to call her – not when she and Jon were recovering together from the shock. Her closest friend would understand where Beth was coming from. Megan would understand how torn she was feeling. Megan loved Ella and Amy as if they were her own daughters, having known them and often looked after them since they were babies. And Beth loved Jake and Hannah likewise, although her work had stopped her from getting to know them in quite the same way. She and Megan had spent hours discussing their children; their hopes and fears for them. They had been equally proud of Ella’s achievements, particularly given the lack of academic prowess shown so far by the other three.


			Ever since Ella was born, Megan had been there for Beth as a constant source of advice and friendship. Beth liked order. She’d been reassured by a schedule, feeding every four hours, knowing when Ella was due to go down or get up. Except of course Ella didn’t always oblige. And that provoked flurries of panic, of diving into the manuals, reading and rereading them as if an answer to a sleepless or food-refusing baby would come rearing out of the pages. When it didn’t, Beth would consult Megan, who had endured all this and survived to tell the tale. With three years of motherhood, albeit of a rather undisciplined nature, under her belt, Megan was considered by Beth as the fount of wisdom. Unlike Beth, she had binned the baby books after those initial weeks of barely suppressed panic and adopted a more laissez-faire approach. She ignored scheduled feeding, scheduled naps and scheduled bath- and bedtimes. Jake ate when he was hungry. Megan was completely relaxed about when he spoke, crawled or walked. She wasn’t looking for any signals that he was more or less advanced than other babies the same age. He was who he was. Beth envied her approach and tried to emulate it – without much success, but without any harm done to Ella, who became as obliging a toddler as Jake had been before her.


			From those early days, they had debated motherhood, marriage, life, the universe and everything over countless cups of coffee and bottles of wine. They made each other laugh. They calmed each other’s worries. They had become part of each other’s story. Mothers-in-arms. That was what they were. Bonded by motherhood. Friends for ever.


			They were due to meet for supper the following evening. Less than twenty-four hours away. Together they would work through the situation, through Beth’s and Jon’s reactions, and what the best course of action might be. Without having to contend with Jon’s emotions as well as her own, Beth would be able to consider the situation more objectively. Megan would be that valuable sounding board they so often were for one another.


		


	

		

			2


			Instead of doing her physics, Ella was lying on her bed, face to  the ceiling, eyes shut, surrounded by the patterned cushions she’d once made in a burst of sewing mania when Beth gave her a sewing machine for her birthday. Needless to say, said machine was now gathering dust in a cupboard downstairs. Having inherited her mother’s fierce sense of order, everything around her was in its place: clothes in the cupboard and chest of drawers, bed made, desk orderly with pens lined up, notebooks piled on top of one another, treasures stashed in small boxes. Nothing could look more different from her sister’s room. Beth straightened one of the myriad shades of nail varnish lined up on the regimented bookshelves. On the dressing table, a row of brightly coloured African baskets held the rest of Ella’s make-up, hair-ties, belts and scarves.


			Beth was about to tiptoe away when she spotted the white earphones and the cable linking them to Ella’s iPhone on the bed beside her. The middle finger of her right hand was moving just enough to mark a rhythm. In her other arm was the manky pink elephant that had accompanied her to bed every night since she was tiny: a third birthday present from Jon.


			‘Ella,’ whispered Beth, to absolutely no effect whatsoever. She stood at the end of the bed. Ella was quite beautiful. Her skin was almost translucent, with a few light freckles dropped on to the bridge of her nose. Wasn’t a straight nose said to be a mark of success? The dimple on her chin that she had so hated as a child was less noticeable now. When she was little, Beth used to touch it with a finger and tell her that the good fairy had done the same when she was born, marking her out as hers.


			Under the poster-boy gaze of some half-naked heart-throb, Beth leaned over and touched her daughter’s arm.


			Ella’s eyes flew open. The iPod slipped off the bed, taking the earphones with it. ‘God, Mum. Don’t do that!’ She sat up, crossing her legs, making room for Beth to sit in front of her. ‘I had a feeling you’d come up.’


			‘Am I that obvious?’ Beth asked, smiling.


			‘Mm-hm.’ Ella nodded, her hair falling forward, curtaining her face.


			‘I’m not angry, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ After all, her daughter had only replicated her own mistake. She was hardly in a position to be cross. ‘I want to talk this through with you, calmly. Just the two of us.’ She paused. How best to begin? ‘We’re so proud of you. You know that.’


			‘You mean you’re not any more.’ Ella took off her lucky charm bracelet, laden with gifts from friends and family, and laid it next to her jewellery boxes. An unfamiliar edge had entered her voice, a defiance that Beth hadn’t heard before.


			‘Of course I don’t mean that,’ she protested, taken aback. ‘All I mean is that you don’t have to have this baby. There are other options. Your life and your future is what matters.’


			She looked up at the outsize noticeboard packed with photos of Ella and her friends pulling silly faces, pissed at parties, crammed into photo booths, happy on holiday. Interleaved with them were postcards, favourite birthday cards and bits of stationery that she’d saved. If Ella were really to have a baby, her friends would carry on with their young lives, forgetting the one of them left at home knee-high in nappies. Her eyes strayed over the maxims her daughter had printed out and pinned to the wall:


			Life is too short to waste a single second with anyone who doesn’t appreciate or value you.


			Friendship isn’t about who you’ve known longest. It’s about who came and never left your side.


			Give up. That’s too simple. Fight. Now that takes strength.


			How she had grown up. If only Beth could work out what was going on in her head.


			Ella didn’t respond. She lifted the elephant and nuzzled it just as she had when she was little. Seeing the familiar gesture put a lump in Beth’s throat.


			‘If you told us who the father was, perhaps we could talk to him.’ She paused. Newspaper stories about Internet grooming and inappropriate liaisons with schoolteachers ran through her head. She dismissed them. No. Ella was far too smart and discerning for anything like that. Wasn’t she?


			Ella was concentrating on tracing around the flowers on her duvet with a finger.


			‘Not yet. I told you what I’m going to do.’


			‘At least go and see the doctor. Please,’ Beth pressed her. ‘If you won’t talk to us, talk to her. I’ll support you every step of the way, I promise. I want to help you, Lulu. I’ll come with you.’


			Ella shook her head. ‘I’ll go on my own.’ She looked up, her blue eyes fixed on Beth. ‘I’d rather, I promise. I’ll be fine. Then I’ll decide.’


			‘But I don’t understand.’ Beth hesitated, anxious to say the right thing. ‘I mean, I know you love kids and working with Megan at ArtOfficial in the holidays, but looking after other people’s children is a whole different thing from looking after your own. Think of what it would involve. And not just for a few months, but for years to come. Don’t throw away everything you’ve worked so hard for. Please. You’ve got the rest of your life to have children. Wait until you’re in a stable, loving relationship.’ She was beginning to sound like something out of a family planning pamphlet. But how else could she make Ella listen?


			Ella’s eyes grew big. ‘I can’t believe you’re actually encouraging me to have an abortion. You’re my mum!’ If the matter hadn’t been so serious, her outrage would have made Beth laugh.


			Megan would know what to say, said her inner voice. She tried again. ‘All I’m doing is offering my support if you’re not sure. Go to the doctor tomorrow and talk it over with someone who isn’t emotionally involved. It might help.’


			Ella’s finger stopped moving over the duvet. ‘If it’ll make you happy.’ She looked at her mother, and Beth could read the confusion and anxiety in her eyes. After a moment, she started to trace another flower. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ She sounded unsure. ‘Perhaps that is what I should do. But I’m going on my own. OK?’


			Beth began to protest but Ella cut her short. ‘Mum! That’s the deal. I want to make up my own mind, not be pressurised by you.’


			Beth sighed as she hugged her daughter, floored by her stubbornness – though not for the first time. However, going over and over the same ground would not get them anywhere. She had made her point as clearly as she knew how. Ella had taken it on board. Her only hope was that her argument would take root somewhere inside her daughter’s brain and bear fruit.


			


			The journey between home and her office usually put a distance between whatever Beth had left behind and whatever lay ahead. However, the following morning, as she walked along the canal towpath to the tube, she couldn’t shake off her family. Instead of concentrating on the increasingly messy and complex divorce proceedings she would be discussing later that day, she kept on returning to Ella.


			She had left Jon at the kitchen table, poring over the morning paper. Amy had been late, stomping downstairs, her face creased from sleep. She’d grabbed a piece of toast, swearing about the stupid homework that she’d have to finish on the bus, and slammed out of the house, throwing a ‘See ya’ over her shoulder. Moments later, Ella had appeared, looking as if she hadn’t slept at all. She poured herself a glass of orange juice, took a yoghurt from the fridge and sat down, opening the book she’d brought with her, making it quite clear that she didn’t want to talk. Despite the familiar routine, the atmosphere was freighted with tension. Both Jon and Beth knew better than to press their arguments this early in the day. Ella ate quickly before disappearing to her room.


			Despite Beth’s best attempts at persuasion, Jon had refused to come round to her point of view. While getting dressed that morning, they’d had a terse exchange in which Jon had promised he would make sure Ella made and kept a doctor’s appointment – if that was what she wanted to do. The proviso made Beth nervous.


			Seeing a cyclist pelting down the towpath at breakneck speed, she stepped on to the scrappy bit of verge, bumping into a dog-walker, plastic bag in hand. She pulled away.


			Jon had looked anxious as she left the kitchen. ‘What time will we see you this evening?’


			‘I’m going to have supper with Megan, but I’ll come home first just to see how Ella is.’ Megan could be relied on not to bring the emotional baggage to the debate that Jon and Beth inevitably did, nor would she judge. Having sixteen-year-old Hannah meant she would grasp the situation as another mother. If Beth asked, she might even talk to Jon for her. Megan had been friends with Jon when Beth first met him, and they had remained close, although not as close as she and Beth had become. Women’s friendship was different – that was a fact.


			These thoughts were still circling Beth’s mind when she reached the offices of Watson, Threadwell and Standish. Whenever she saw her name on the door plate, she felt a small surge of pride. Being a partner in a well-respected family law firm had been the culmination of her professional ambitions. This was where a huge chunk of her heart lay, where she spent so much of her time wrestling with problems that were not her own, sorting them out, working alongside colleagues she liked and who liked her.


			Behind the Dickensian exterior of the building was a hymn to glass and steel. She crossed the shiny lobby to take the lift to the second floor. Joanne was already behind the reception desk on a call. Beth smiled at her, admiring the new flowers – clashing anemones, freesias, lisianthus and tulips – the only splashes of colour in a symphony of Farrow & Ball off-whites. She walked down the corridor towards her office, noting that Martin, the paralegal, was late again.


			David, one of her partners, called out as she went past. ‘Morning.’


			Beth backtracked and stopped by his door. Typically, his desk had disappeared under a mound of paperwork. ‘Morning. What’ve you got today?’


			‘Meeting Mrs Jonas in half an hour. The husband’s a bloody nightmare. He lives like a king, but he’s claiming he’s broke and can’t afford the child support. He’s done a brilliant job of hiding his resources, but he’s got four kids, for Christ’s sake. Then court.’


			‘So just another day at the coalface.’


			They both laughed.


			In her office, Beth dumped her briefcase beside her chair and hung her coat on the back of the door before removing her trainers and slipping on a pair of black heels. On the shelves behind her desk were rows of bundles, court documents kept in red, blue and eau-de-Nil ring binders. On the floor were regimented boxes for files due to be returned to storage that day, and a small pile of green folders tied with flamingo-pink ribbon. She sat down and checked her diary, making sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, although her mind refused to let her family go.


			How much easier life had been when the girls were tiny. Back then, there were gregarious South African and Australian girls to help look after them. And Megan, when all else failed. Jon had been in the process of building up a modest portfolio of small businesses and was often at home, or could be at short notice, so Beth had never had to worry too much. But as Amy and Ella got older, more independent, the problems seemed to increase rather than lessen, becoming ones she felt less and less equipped to deal with.


			With twenty minutes before she was due to meet her three assistants, she had begun catching up with her emails when the phone rang.


			‘I’ve a Mr Malik on the line. He needs to see a solicitor urgently. He’s been given your name. Will you talk to him? He thinks his daughter’s been abducted.’ Joanne was completely calm. However frantic a client, however desperate they might be to speak to one of the solicitors, she could be relied on to remain unrattled while taking their details and passing them through to the right person.


			‘That’s fine,’ said Beth. ‘Put him through.’ The sniff of a challenge excited her. This was why she was here.


			There was a click.


			‘Beth Standish.’ She sat up a little straighter and swivelled her chair towards the window, frosted so that she could only make out the outlines of the neighbouring building.


			‘Anwar Malik speaking. Janice Weatherall suggested I call you.’


			Beth heard the tremor of panic in his voice, while recognising the name of a client she had helped through a difficult divorce.


			‘I need advice urgently, Mrs Standish. My wife Shazia and I divorced two years ago. I have custody of our two children, although of course she has regular access to them.’


			Not of course at all, but Beth let that pass.


			‘Kamran stayed with me this weekend for a party but Aiysha went to her mother as usual. But Shazia didn’t bring her back on Sunday afternoon as she should have. She hasn’t been answering my calls. I’ve been round to her flat but there’s no one there. A neighbour said she saw them leaving with a couple of suitcases.’ There was a pause as he caught his breath. Then: ‘I don’t know what to do.’ His distress was obvious.


			‘Are you sure they haven’t just gone away for a few days? To friends or relatives?’


			‘No, I’m not.’ He sounded angry, frustrated by the question. ‘But however badly we get on, she always rings if there’s a problem. I’m frightened she’s taken Aiysha home to Pakistan.’


			‘How likely is that?’ Alarm bells started to ring. Pakistan was one of the countries yet to subscribe to the Hague Convention, so if the mother really had abducted the child, they’d have a tough job on their hands to get her back. There were plenty of similar cases that had seen parents fighting for years to find, let alone see, their children again.


			‘Her immediate family are all in Pakistan. She’s got an uncle and aunt and some cousins here, but she’s been homesick for a long time. She wouldn’t tell me if she was planning to take the children, even for a holiday. She’d know I’d never agree.’


			‘Have you spoken to anyone who knows her? Her family? Friends? Her employer?’ All Beth’s professional instincts were kicking in. However uneasy she might feel, her job was to keep calm and act decisively.


			‘Everybody says she’s gone on holiday for a couple of weeks. But, if that is the case, why didn’t she tell me? And why didn’t she take Kamran? She always has before. This is so out of character.’


			‘The police?’


			‘They weren’t interested. As far as they’re concerned, Aiysha’s on holiday with her mother. What’s wrong with that? I’ve no evidence that they’ve left the country, but I know something’s wrong. You’ve got to help me. Please. Aiysha is only four.’


			Beth glanced at her diary again. ‘I think you should come to my office as soon as you can. We’ll apply for a Prohibited Steps Order and a Residence Order. If it turns out that she’s just on holiday in the UK, then you can rest easy should something like this happen again. We’ll have to alert your local police, properly this time, and you’ll need to make a statement. They’ll issue a port alert. If you’re right, and your wife has already left the country for home, then we’ll need to make an application to the Pakistani authorities for Aiysha’s return.’


			‘I can be with you in about an hour.’


			‘I’ll be tied up with another client then, but I’ll have one of my assistants help you with the necessary paperwork until I’m free.’


			‘Will you be able to get Aiysha back for me?’


			She knew what he wanted to hear, but her job was to be realistic and not give him false expectations.


			‘If you’re right – and I hope you’re not – there’s a protocol that should help us, but you’ll have to consult a lawyer in Pakistan to start court proceedings there. And of course without legal aid you’ll need to be prepared for the expense of the proceedings. I have to warn you that they may take some time.’


			Even if the courts decided in his favour, one of the great problems could be discovering the child’s whereabouts, never mind getting her back through the welter of red tape.


			As soon as they ended their conversation, Beth went to brief her assistant to deal with the initial form-filling. When Mr Malik arrived, she would be completing a pre-nup between a couple in their fifties – a romantic story of teenage sweethearts reunited after their marriages to other people had ended through death (his) and divorce (hers). All they wanted to do was preserve their individual assets for their children. How far removed was their experience from that of Anwar Malik? And how far removed was hers? Marriage and its endless variety of repercussions never failed to intrigue her. Her days were filled with people who managed to tie themselves up into terrible knots, and she was grateful that in her own home life she hadn’t had to deal with any of the problems that visited her office. She was too aware that these rifts and break-ups could happen to anyone. No one was immune. But she had seen the distress and heartbreak that visited separating couples and was determined that she and Jon would never be among their number.
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			Friday night. Megan was late. Again. She had tried to be on time, but she hadn’t been able to find her ankle boots, the lace-up maroon suede ones. Eventually she had located them under a chair in the sitting room. Where else? Then she’d had to dash back because she had forgotten to feed the cats. Then she forgot where she had left her front door key. At the bottom of her bag. Then the bus didn’t come, and when it did, it kept stopping to ‘regulate the service’, until Megan was hopping with frustration. She sent Beth a text warning her she was running late, but only mentioning the bus.


			The normally quiet restaurant-bar where Beth had suggested they meet was packed with braying estate agents and office types throwing back cocktails as if their lives depended on it. Standing still for a second to catch her breath after her half-run down the street, Megan glimpsed Beth sitting at the back at a small table, head bowed over her BlackBerry, an untouched bottle of wine and two glasses in front of her. She pushed her way through the young crowd, who moved aside like the Red Sea, or as if she had an infectious disease. Beside the brashness of their youth, Megan felt about as ancient as Moses. At least she hadn’t come out in her tatty school clothes, but had changed into her black skirt and long maroon jacket with the green silk lining.


			‘Hello, miss. A’right?’ A shiny, familiar-looking young man in a pinstriped suit barred her way.


			She stared at him, her memory racing through the thousands of children who had passed through the gates of St Columbus Primary School, where she was deputy head. She prided herself on remembering the majority of them. And then, yes, in the nick of time she got there. ‘Darren! How nice to see you. What are you doing now?’


			‘Working for Curton Estate Agents. It’s a good job. I’m married, too. Baby on the way.’ He beamed at his roll-call of achievements.


			His pride was touching. ‘A baby. Congratulations.’ She was fleetingly reminded of Ben Fletton, the worst of the tearaways in year five. Darren was another boy from the Meadow Estate who hadn’t had the best start in life. He could so easily have gone to the bad with his two older brothers, one of whom she had heard was doing time. Perhaps the teachers at St Columbus could be credited with a little of his success. Believing that they could help make a difference was one of the things that made the job worth doing. She needed to remember that. ‘Good to see you.’


			‘Nice to see you too, miss.’ He melted back into the scrum, leaving Megan to forge her way through to her destination.


			Beth looked up as she approached, gave a weary smile and put away her phone before standing up so they could kiss each other hello. As Megan removed her jacket, Beth poured them both a glass of red. She looked exhausted, even allowing for the black of her suit, which drained the colour from her face. Her eyes were tired, with dark shadows underneath them, her hair pulled back in the severest of styles.


			‘Is something wrong?’ For the first time that day, Megan’s consuming preoccupation with St Columbus dropped away. Into the gap slipped the troubling memory of a ten-day-old conversation with Ella that she had tried to pretend hadn’t happened. Because of it, she had half hoped Beth would cancel their meeting. Sometimes that happened when her workload got the better of her. Understanding the pressures her friend was under, Megan had never minded. She sought strength in her wine glass, taking a larger than necessary sip. To hell with her weekly unit intake.


			Beth followed suit, then leaned forward, cradling her glass. ‘It’s Ella.’


			Megan braced herself. Ten days ago, Ella had come over, certain she was pregnant, wanting Megan’s advice and swearing her to secrecy. Megan had hated agreeing. How could Ella demand that she keep such a secret from her closest friend? Equally, how could Megan admit to Beth that Ella had confided in her first? As a mother herself, she understood exactly how crushed Beth would be. Since nothing more had been said, Megan had begun to hope that Ella had made a mistake, got her dates wrong. An invisible hand clutched her stomach and twisted.


			Beth didn’t go on, but sat as if she was shouldering the weight of the world. She was not usually one for public displays of emotion, but now she opened her handbag, took out a tissue and blew her nose as she recovered herself.


			Megan helped herself to a few peanuts. She didn’t want them, but she had to do something. ‘What about her?’ Under the table, she crossed her fingers in a childish attempt to stave off the subject she feared.


			‘She’s pregnant.’ Beth shook her head as if she couldn’t believe what she was saying. ‘She told us last night. She won’t say who the father is. And she doesn’t know whether to have it or not.’


			Megan stared at her. Her stomach twisted tighter.


			Beth went on. ‘She agreed to go to the doctor this morning and came back persuaded she should have a termination. She’s referred her for one. I suppose I’m relieved.’ But she spoke as if it was a question. ‘At eighteen,’ she went on, balling the tissue in her hands. ‘Everything she’s worked so hard for …’


			Megan reached out to hold Beth’s wrist as she listened to her relate the previous evening’s events. Without thinking, she tossed the nuts into her mouth. Within seconds, her eyes widened as a flame-thrower blasted up the back of her nose, the heat rushing from her chest to her face. Wasabi peanuts! She hadn’t noticed in the dim lighting. She groped for her wine, trying to control her coughing so that she didn’t interrupt Beth as she described her and Jon’s differences.


			‘Are you OK?’ Beth broke off on seeing her friend choking on the other side of the table.


			Megan shook her head. ‘Water,’ she gasped, waving a hand towards the jug on the counter. Before Beth had a chance to do anything, a passing waitress came to the rescue. Megan recovered herself, wiping her eyes, blowing her nose and removing most of her make-up at a stroke. She cleared her throat and pushed the offending nuts on to the next table. ‘You can’t exactly blame Jon for not condoning abortion. Some people feel very strongly about it.’


			‘I know that, of course. But what’s best for Ella?’ Beth waved away a hovering waiter, who was anxious for the table, or another order.


			‘He’s only thinking about the family.’ Megan poured another glass of water, her nose still burning. Jon was one of the most hands-on fathers among their friends. He had involved himself in his children’s lives where many other men would have run an office-bound mile. ‘His grandchild.’


			‘That’s what he said.’ Beth’s elbows were on the table, her hands clasped. ‘But the family’s my priority too. Of course I want what’s best for them. I can’t bear that Ella’s going through this, having to make such a choice.’ Her voice rose.


			‘Of course,’ Megan reassured her. ‘But he’s got a right to an opinion.’ Her long friendship with Jon wouldn’t let her hear anything bad about him. Once, in the early days, before Beth came on the scene, she had even wondered whether the two of them might make a go of things … if it hadn’t been for Pete. Silly, really, but they’d all been young then, and, if nothing else, she still felt protective towards him.


			‘Whose side are you on?’ Beth topped up their glasses, but her half-smile showed she wasn’t serious.


			‘I’m not taking sides. I’m just saying I can see where you’re both coming from.’


			‘I know, but if it were Hannah, what would you do?’ Beth looked at her over the top of her glass.


			Megan hesitated, finding it hard to imagine the situation. ‘I’d probably be the same as you,’ she eventually conceded, wanting to support Beth. ‘They’ve absolutely no idea what having a baby involves. How could they?’


			‘But I’m so torn. My heart says one thing, yet my head is telling me different.’ Beth lifted her hands as if to illustrate the point.


			‘And do you always listen to your head?’ Although Beth was a woman very much in charge of her life, there had been times, in the early days of her relationship with Jon, when Megan had seen her act impulsively. They would never have tried paragliding in the Alps that summer if it hadn’t been for Beth egging them on, daring them, inspired by the coloured sails gliding against the backdrop of the mountains. ‘I want to fly,’ she had shouted, arms out, wheeling round in front of them. ‘Don’t you?’ Laughing, the others had agreed. Megan had thought she’d die from fear as she ran towards the edge of the mountain, the sail and an instructor strapped behind her, but the others were thrilled by the whole experience.


			‘Not always when it comes to me. But this is her.’


			Megan smiled.


			‘At least she’s gone to the doctor. That’s the first step. The sooner it’s over, the better now. Oh, God, that sounds awful.’ Beth picked up her glass. ‘Perhaps you could talk to her, let her know she’s doing the right thing. I know how much she listens to you.’


			Megan froze. Was there the smallest hint of resentment in Beth’s voice? She hoped not. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I’m not sure I’d make much difference. She’s a girl who knows her own mind.’


			‘Of course you would. Thank God I can talk to you.’ Beth’s shoulders sagged with relief. ‘You’re the only person I really trust. I’ve no idea what’s going on in her head.’


			Megan opened her mouth to speak, then hesitated. Should she tell Beth about her conversation with Ella after all? Would it help?


			‘Just say what you think,’ Beth urged. ‘I can take it. I know I haven’t always been as involved with my kids as some mums, but it can’t be that, can it? You know us all so well and we understand each other. I really need your help here.’


			Yes, they did understand each other, and Megan could see how desperate Beth was. In that moment, she made the snap decision to come clean.


			‘Well, when we talked about it, she said—’ She stopped as Beth’s face changed, immediately realising her misjudgement. Sometimes, whatever they said, people only wanted to hear what they wanted to hear. They didn’t want the truth at all.


			‘When you talked?’ Beth looked puzzled. ‘When you talked about what?’


			‘Oh, this and that. You know.’ Megan tried to dismiss her conversation with Ella, at the same time wishing a sinkhole would open and swallow both her and the wine. She tried a quick change of subject. ‘I’ve had the most God-awful afternoon.’


			But Beth was leaning forward, studying Megan with the forensic deliberation of a prosecuting barrister. ‘Did you know? Did she come and talk to you first?’ Her expression was glacial. She was clearly not about to let Megan off the hook.


			‘Not exactly.’ Why say that? Why not lie? Save yourself. But too late.


			‘What do you mean, “not exactly”?’


			Although the music had been turned up and the pair of tables beside them pushed together for a rowdy gaggle of girls, Megan heard every word.


			‘Well, she did come round the week before last and say she thought she might be—’


			‘Two weeks ago!’ Beth’s face was changing as she pieced together the truth of the matter. Megan could see that her relief at being able to confide was vanishing, replaced by anger. ‘She told you she thought she was pregnant.’ Each word was pronounced slowly and distinctly, as if she couldn’t believe what she was saying. A couple of the girls on the next table turned to stare, but Beth didn’t care who was listening. ‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’ She glared at Megan, who wilted.


			‘She asked me not to.’ How feeble that sounded. A fifty-year-old woman in thrall to an eighteen-year-old. There must be a way of explaining without making this worse for any of them. ‘I couldn’t betray her trust. Surely you can understand that?’ But judging by the way Beth was looking at her as if she was something she had picked up on the sole of her shoe, she clearly did not understand at all.


			‘I thought your first loyalty would be to me.’ She sounded confused, lost. ‘You’re my closest friend. Or I thought you were. Of course you should have told me. If Hannah came to me with a problem, the first person I’d tell would be you.’


			‘I’m sorry.’ Megan tried to salvage the situation. ‘To be honest, when I didn’t hear from her again, I thought she must have made a mistake and there was nothing to say.’


			But Beth wasn’t to be appeased so easily. Her eyes flashed with a fierce anger. ‘I can’t believe you did that. Did she tell you who the father is too?’


			‘No.’


			‘So she didn’t tell you everything, then.’


			Megan flinched at the dislike in her voice. ‘No.’


			Ella had hedged around the subject and Megan had not pressed her. She suspected he was either new on the scene, or unsuitable – much older, perhaps, or someone of whom Beth and Jon would disapprove. She assumed she would tell them when she was ready, or when she had to.


			Beth pushed her glass away from her as if she had drunk enough. ‘What did you say to her?’


			Caught in the hostility radiating from her, Megan hesitated again. ‘I said I thought she should think very carefully, but that if she really wanted to go ahead, it wouldn’t be impossible. I didn’t think she should feel pressured. I told her that if she decided to keep it, of course we’d all rally round to help.’


			‘You said that?’ Beth looked as if she had been slapped. She leaned back in her chair as the gulf between them widened.


			‘I didn’t say whether she should do one thing or the other.’ Megan floundered. ‘I didn’t think it was up to me to tell her what to do.’ In fact, she hadn’t been able to bear the idea of Ella getting rid of the baby, but she hadn’t gone as far as saying so.


			‘Well that’s something, I suppose.’


			‘Beth, don’t be like this. She came to me. I could hardly turn her away. I said she should tell you, of course I did, and I still think it’s better you heard from her than me.’


			‘I’m not sure you’re the best judge of what’s better any more.’ Beth started to knot her scarf around her neck.


			‘You’re not going? We’ve still got so much to talk about.’ Megan reached out as if she was going to pull her back, then dropped her hand.


			‘I don’t want to talk to you right now. I can’t believe Ella told you before me. Why would she do that? Or that you gave her advice on something so important without bothering to find out what we thought.’


			‘Don’t be angry with her,’ pleaded Megan, wishing she could take back what she’d said.


			‘I’m not angry. I’m hurt. After all these years, I thought we told each other everything.’ She straightened her scarf.


			‘We did. We do,’ protested Megan. ‘I didn’t know what to do. I was torn between the two of you. Surely you can see that? It was impossible.’


			The young women on the next table were quite clearly finding their neighbours’ conversation intriguing. Two of them were making no pretence about listening to every word.


			Beth took no notice of them and shrugged. ‘I should really be with Ella.’ She pushed the table out so she could stand up. ‘I’ll call you.’ She didn’t sound as though that would happen any time soon.


			‘But, the book group dinner? What are you taking?’ Megan grasped at the one random straw that occurred to her. The themed dinner, this time Indian, had been a source of amused discussion since it was announced weeks ago.


			Beth edged out. ‘No idea. I haven’t given it a thought.’


			There was nothing Megan could do except watch Beth shrug herself into her coat, sling her bag over her shoulder and leave the bar without a backward glance. She felt profoundly uneasy. Falling out was not something they did. They overcame the occasional ups and downs with an apology, an explanation or a laugh. The last time she could remember was when Beth had identified cat hairs in a Victoria sponge Megan had made for her. She had picked them out and held them up in front of her face, before laying them on her plate and separating them with a teaspoon, her face a picture of disgust. Megan had taken the accusation of being unhygienic to heart. They’d only begun to see the funny side a couple of weeks later. But this was in a different league altogether. Furious with herself for the way she’d handled things, Megan decided to stay on and finish the wine.


			Eventually the waiter returned, hovering again. Megan asked for the bill. She was angry with Beth too: angry that she hadn’t even tried to see things from her point of view. Blaming her for what had happened was totally out of order. Megan had always made sure her working hours fitted as much as possible around the kids’ schooling, so that she was there when needed. Just as she had been for Beth’s and Jon’s daughters. When they were working, or when their childcare arrangements failed, Megan’s door had always been open, with the result that Ella and Amy were almost like daughters to her.


			Instead of sharing her evening with Beth, she would go home and make supper for Hannah. They could have a rare girls’ night in, watch a film uninterrupted and finish that box of chocolate truffles someone had brought over when they’d come to supper the previous week. They could make the most of the time they had together while Jake was touring in Germany with his band for a couple of weeks in towns Megan had never heard of, and Pete was living it up in Oman on yet another press trip.


			


			Opening the front door, Megan was greeted by their two tabby cats, Diva, a particularly well-upholstered prima donna of the species, and String, a leaner, meaner beast altogether. They wound themselves around her legs, purring like traction engines, until she picked up Diva and went into the kitchen to feed them, String in hot pursuit. She had got them years ago as kittens from the RSPCA, when Hannah was tiny. A combination of them being the last two in the litter and Hannah’s constant badgering for a pet had swayed her.


			Leaving the cats to the unappetising anti-allergenic dry food that cost almost the equivalent of the national debt, she went upstairs to change, picking up the piles of folded laundry she’d left waiting at the bottom of the stairs.


			As she slipped into her blue and red plaid pyjamas and fleecy red dressing gown, a Christmas gift from the kids, and yanked on her sheepskin slippers, she caught sight of herself in the bedroom mirror. Oh, well. Beth, on the other hand, was always so enviably elegant. They had tried shopping together, but, quickly bored, Megan usually redirected their hunt towards the nearest coffee shop. What was the Internet for, if not for shopping? If it weren’t for the friendship between their husbands, which pre-dated both her and Beth, she sometimes wondered whether they would ever have discovered how much they had in common. She might have shied away from someone so apparently high-maintenance and high-achieving in every area of their life.


			The ice between them had been broken on a trip to Kew Gardens. Beth and Jon had only met a couple of weeks earlier, so they were all still treading carefully. Megan had noticed Beth’s discomfort when Pete rolled a joint, so she suggested they went for a stroll together, leaving Pete and Jon sprawled on the grass. However, Beth’s unease only increased when Megan whipped out a pair of nail scissors from the pocket of her jeans and started snipping at a shrub by the path.


			‘What are you doing?’ she asked, astonished, looking around nervously.


			‘Cuttings for the garden. I’ll take them home and grow them. Don’t you love that one? Sophora,’ she read. ‘Aren’t these flowers gorgeous? And this clematis. I’ve never seen one like that before. Don’t let anyone spot me.’


			She leaped into the middle of the flower bed, brandishing her scissors, just as a gardener turned the corner. As if she’d rehearsed the move for years, Beth stepped straight into his path and got him chatting, asking about the plants behind him, and the tea room, and the pagoda, forcing him to turn around so he was effectively deflected from Megan. Whether her instincts had kicked in to protect herself or Megan, they had never been able to decide. Megan appeared at her shoulder just as the gardener was asking Beth if she fancied a drink when he finished at six. There was a decent pub not far from the main gate. He could meet her there. Flushed with embarrassment, she refused. The two of them had run back to the others and collapsed, bent double with laughter. ‘Don’t you ever do anything like that again,’ Beth had warned through her giggles. ‘I’ll lose my licence to practise.’


			‘Oh, bollocks!’ retorted Megan, stuffing her cuttings into a plastic bag brought specially for the purpose. ‘You’re too cautious. They’re not going to care about something as minor as that.’


			‘You could be capable of anything, as far as I know. That could just be the beginning.’ Beth stretched herself out in the sun, resting her head on Jon, just below his ribcage, reaching up to link fingers with him, her spare hand pulling at the grass.


			‘Anyway, you were brilliant,’ Megan said. ‘He didn’t even look in my direction. You’re appointed as my wingman from now on.’


			‘Can I refuse the appointment?’ Beth lifted her head, shading her eyes with her hand as Megan flopped down beside Pete.


			‘Not if you know what’s good for you.’


			Since then, their friendship had only got stronger. With husbands who were inseparable friends, and then their children, they had grown to depend on one another. Megan got Beth in a way others didn’t. She heard her stories of growing up in the back streets of Nottingham, and how she’d struggled to make a better life for herself, and admired her determination and drive. She was unfazed by the occasional abrasive or dogmatic remark that could send other people spinning off into dislike. She understood that they were rooted in the insecurity that, despite appearances, had governed most of Beth’s life. When all was said and done, the two of them accepted their differences and enjoyed each other’s company. Besides that, Beth was a warm and generous friend. Birthdays never went forgotten. Her presents were never over-elaborate, but always thoughtful; Megan still used the extra-long rolling pin she was given when Beth realised her love of baking. And Beth was ready with advice or a shoulder whenever necessary. They had shared so much, including the sourdough starter that Megan once gave to Beth to encourage her to bake. But baking didn’t come naturally, and the starter was soon returned.


			In the bathroom, she picked up her skirt from the floor, catching sight of herself in the mirror again. That woman she didn’t recognise was there, looking back at her, confounding her expectations. At a certain angle, gravity was winning the battle for her face. She pressed it back with her fingers for a moment. How could she feel so different, so much more youthful on the inside? She gave a wry laugh. How you approached life was what mattered. She studied her reflection. Her curls, still auburn thanks to a bit of chemical assistance these days, were more ungovernable than ever. Beth would have the right product to tame them, but Megan couldn’t be bothered with any of that. Years of riding her bike to school and back probably hadn’t helped her skin. Her eyes remained her best feature, the wide-set deep blue that had snared Pete all those years ago. He’d said they reminded him of Elizabeth Taylor’s. Ridiculous, of course; no two women had ever been less alike, but she fell for it all the same. She ran her finger over the crows’ feet that branched out from their corners and the lines that bracketed her mouth. A lot of laughter had gone into making those. Much of it shared with Pete, Jon, Beth and the kids.


			She heard the front door slam just as she started downstairs.


			‘Anyone home?’ Hannah’s voice rose to greet her. ‘What’s for supper? I’m starving.’


			‘And it’s lovely to see you too.’ Megan reached the bottom just as Hannah threw her coat over a peg. As she turned her back on it, the coat slid to the floor, bringing the one underneath down with it.


			They kissed before Megan – of course – picked up the coats. ‘I’m going to make us something to eat.’


			‘You’re in your pyjamas!’


			‘And your point is? I can still cook, whatever I’m wearing.’ She retied the belt of her dressing gown.


			‘I’d better do my English first.’ Hannah’s voice conveyed all the enthusiasm of a dead kitten. She took out her books and spread them across the kitchen table before docking her iPod and flooding the room with music.


			As Megan scoured the fridge for something she could knock together easily, shoving brown paper packets of seeds to one side, she tried to put Beth to the back of her mind. She extricated a tub of hummus and the dolmades that were sporting a particularly attractive blue shade of mould, and emptied them into the bin. She dug out a red and a yellow pepper, went through her garlic to find a few cloves that hadn’t dried out and took some eggs from a bowl.


			Once the pepper and garlic frittata was cooking, she opened the door of the larder to get a piece of Camembert from the cheese safe Pete had bought her in France, and some biscuits from the tin. She looked around at the empty jam jars stacked on the top shelf, the melee of tins, many of which must be past their sell-by date, and the jumble of spice jars: how many of them had sat there well beyond their time? She quickly shut the door on them.


			As she arranged everything on a tray, nine-year-old Ben Fletton flipped into her mind again. She could picture his expression as he’d sauntered out of her room that afternoon. She might as well not have bothered with her lecture about not fighting in the playground, the importance of friendship. He’d turned as he reached the corridor to give her a look that could only be interpreted as a smirk. Cocky little sod. Clearly nothing she had said had penetrated his thick skull. Threatened punishments and the real thing slid like water off a duck’s back. He simply didn’t care. The kid was a persistent offender with scant regard for authority, who fought his way in and out of confrontations, driving the teachers to the end of their collective tether.


			No, her day had not been one of the best.
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