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Extract of Something to Tell You




Chapter One


It was May, soft and warm, all apple blossom and sunshine; one of those days that take you by surprise and remind you that summer might actually be around the corner after a long wet spring, even in Manchester. It was the kind of day when a person’s thoughts begin to drift towards the pleasing prospect of painted toenails and bare legs, of half-term on the horizon, of Wimbledon and Pimm’s. For India Westwood, it was also a day when she’d left her husband and kids back at home and caught the bus into town for a post-birthday lunch with her three best friends. Hello!


God, but she loved birthdays and all their accompanying fuss, even as an adult; still waking up with that childlike fizz of excitement in her belly each time, just as she did when it was Christmas morning or had snowed outside. Any excuse to string some bunting about the kitchen and light candles on a cake, any excuse to get family and friends around the table and line the mantelpiece with colourful cards and flowers. Besides, when you had just turned thirty-nine and there was the big Four-Oh looming in the distance, you might as well wring out every last drop of joy you could, right?


Right. Which was why this was actually her third birthday celebration in as many days. Get her, and her impressive Milking It skills! She’d been treated to a takeaway and presents on Thursday, her actual birthday, followed by dinner and drinks with her husband Dan the evening after, and now, Saturday, she was on her way to lunch with Eve, Laura and Jo, as per their tradition. She’d picked Jean-Paul’s as the venue, a new French bistro near the Albert Hall, not least because they were running a bargain lunch menu, which, by India’s logic, would leave them more money for cocktails and wine. Genius.


The restaurant was just beginning to fill up when she arrived: clusters of people lingering at the pavement tables with morning coffees, other early lunchers descending upon the larger tables at the back of the main room. India plumped for a seat outside, wanting to make the most of the spring sun, enjoying the feeling that she could be on holiday somewhere glamorous – Paris, Rome, Madrid – as she left her shades on and ordered an espresso and a jug of water.


And relax, she thought, leaning back against the curlicued iron chair and breathing in the mingled scents of the air: the waiter’s woody aftershave, a twist of cigarette smoke from the next table, a passing plate of hot salty chips. The combination was undoubtedly more exotic than the smells of home: cat food, unwashed children, something burning under the grill. In her imagination, she transformed accordingly; no longer a mere frazzled wife and mum who spent her days shaking maracas in chilly church halls for the benefit of grizzling babies and their sleep-befogged mothers. Today she was carefree. Sophisticated. Perhaps even a little mysterious.


‘Here you go, darling,’ said the waiter just then in broad Manc, breaking the spell as he set down her drinks.


‘Merci,’ she said. ‘I mean – ta.’ Oh well. She might not be in Paris or Rome, but she did have a free pass for the whole afternoon, she consoled herself. Plus she had made an effort and dry-cleaned her favourite black silky blouse with its bold plunging neckline that always made her feel a million dollars; she’d squidged into her nicest and most bum-flattening jeans; and, for once, her flyaway chestnut hair had allowed itself to be tamed into a smooth chin-length bob. Make-up – tick. Perfume – tick. Friends on the way – tick. They’d have a slap-up lunch and an excellent gossip, then she’d suggest a mooch around the shops and go crazy with her credit card, knowing that the other three would all support her wholeheartedly in this decision. To a woman, they were excellent enablers when it came to shopping matters.


Talking of which . . . There was Laura striding across the road right now, regardless of a red Ford Focus that braked sharply, the driver gesturing something rude and cross at the wheel. But Laura, smiling as she saw India, was quite oblivious, her long blonde hair tousling in a breeze, her handbag sliding off one shoulder as she waved. And there too was Eve, coming from the other direction, all high cheekbones and poise with the mix of Ghanaian and Scandinavian in her genes. As ever, she looked neat and crease-free in a white body-con dress, her hair a glossy dark waterfall as she paused to wait at the crossing. Oh, and three out of three – here was Jo as well, stopping to take a call and . . . India pushed up her sunglasses and leaned forward nosily to see better. Whoa. Was down-to-earth, no-nonsense Jo actually giggling and blushing as she chatted into her phone?


Yes, she most certainly was. Jo’s round freckled face was suffused with pink and she was putting a hand up to her cheek in a . . . well, there was no other word to describe it – a flirtatious way. What was all that about then, eh?


‘Hello, hello!’ The four of them kissed and embraced, laughing at their simultaneous arrivals, as if they were a well-rehearsed mini-flashmob descending on India.


‘Happy birthday!’


‘You look gorgeous!’


‘What are we drinking?’


Oh, she loved these women with all her heart, India thought fondly, as Eve took charge, asking for menus and the wine list, and Laura flapped around unpeeling a silk scarf and not noticing as it slithered to the floor, and Jo stuffed her phone in her bag, still pink in the cheeks with a – yes, a secretive sort of smile, India observed. Curiouser and curiouser.


The four of them had known each other for years now, finding one another through different channels: she and Eve had met at an antenatal yoga group, for instance, forming a bond as they disgraced themselves by sniggering childishly at the woman in front of them, who kept farting through her downward-dog pose. Then Eve had introduced her to Jo, having known her since school, and on another night, Jo had brought along her sister Laura, too. And just like that they became a foursome, an all-conquering group of friends who would drop anything for one another when the chips were down. They’d been a tag-team of support throughout Jo’s divorce the previous spring, getting her drunk, helping her find a new flat, dragging her out shopping – whatever it had taken. They had lived through the pain and misery of Laura’s miscarriages with her as well, holding her hand, bringing her cake, comforting her as best they could through the agony. And Eve had always been a total rock when it came to scooping up India’s kids whenever there was some A&E crisis or other. It was good to know that someone had your back in your hour of need. Three someones, in fact.


But they were there for good times as well as the bad, that was the loveliest thing – for birthdays, of course, but also every month for gossip and wine at someone’s house. And here they were now, making India feel loved and special: ordering champagne, complimenting her on her blouse, pressing beautifully wrapped gifts on her. Yes, she thought, feeling a rush of contentment as she decided on the mustard chicken and skinny chips and eyed up the delights of the dessert menu further down the page. Come to Mama. This was more like it. Friends and sunshine and a generously filled bread basket; the smell of chips and perfume; the clink of bracelets at her wrist – oh, it was heavenly, it really was. (‘I fully intend to be drunk and incapable of anything later,’ she had warned Dan, her husband, prior to leaving the house, to which he’d rolled his eyes and replied, deadpan, ‘You surprise me.’)


‘So,’ she said now, helping herself to a chunk of crusty baguette and slathering it with salted butter. ‘Down to business. Jo Nicholls – I think you should know that I spotted you giggling coyly into your phone just now. Is there something you want to tell us?’


Jo looked startled, then turned bright red. ‘Well . . .’ she said sheepishly, at which they all pounced.


‘What?’ cried Laura, choking on a breadcrumb in her surprise.


‘I knew it!’ exclaimed India, clapping her hands together.


Eve put down her butter knife and leaned forward. ‘We’re all ears,’ she said.


Jo hadn’t known whether or not she should say anything about Rick to the others yet. It had been such a whirlwind, after all, meeting him in the very last place she’d ever expected to find a new man – in the grubby, damp-smelling waiting area at her local garage, while her car was undergoing its MOT. There he had been, too, wincing as he sipped from a plastic cup, his tall frame folded into one of the uncomfortable red plastic chairs, glancing up at her from his phone. ‘If you value your life,’ he’d said conspiratorially, ‘I advise you not to try the coffee.’


Jo had been in an exuberant sort of mood that day, having just heard from her solicitor that the buyers of the Stretford house were finally ready to exchange contracts. Not just that, but her hair had serendipitously fallen into perfect coppery waves after her morning shower, and she’d squeezed into an old denim skirt that had previously been too small for her for at least four years. She had smiled at the man – Rick! – and sashayed across to the coffee machine regardless, joking, ‘Hey, I’ve always been one to live on the edge.’


Listen to yourself, Nicholls, she’d scoffed inwardly as the machine went about noisily spurting brown liquid into a plastic cup. Living on the edge indeed, when in reality she was far too cautious a person to go near the edge usually. But there was something about his face – his open, friendly, extremely good-looking face, with that gorgeous flop of dark hair – that made her want to present a better version of herself in return. Then, of course, she’d tasted the disgusting coffee and promptly spluttered on its bitter, nasty taste. ‘Christ,’ she’d yelped and they’d both laughed.


‘I did say . . .’ he reminded her, his brown eyes amused.


‘You did,’ she agreed, wincing, ‘and that’ll teach me to ignore perfectly good advice at my peril.’


He’d grinned at her in reply, and then they’d just got chatting about this and that, and it had all been remarkably easy and enjoyable. Added to that, he was so handsome and interesting that she’d soon started to feel a bit breathless. Was it her imagination or was there some kind of . . . spark between them? An undercurrent?


A giddy feeling took hold of her; she was giggling at his funny stories in a seriously un-Jo-like manner, high-pitched and girlish. Was it a bit naff of her to be acting like a teenager with a whopping great crush, when she was forty-two years old, divorced and plucking out her first grey hairs? Oh, who cared, though; this was fun. Knowing her luck, he was probably gay anyway. Plus – real-life klaxon – he was way out of her league!


A few minutes later, a blue-overalled mechanic stuck his balding head around the doorway. ‘Mr Silver? Your car’s ready.’


Jo had given the handsome stranger a rueful smile as he got up and went to the door. So that was that, she’d thought, surprised at how disappointed she felt.


But then something extraordinary had happened. The sort of thing that never usually happened to Jo. Instead of walking through the door and vanishing from her life forever, the man had hesitated there, one hand on the jamb, a distant din of clanging and engine noises behind him. Then he turned back. ‘Look, no worries if you’re with someone or married, or whatever,’ he said. ‘But . . . er . . . would you like to meet up again some other time?’


There had been the merest hint of vulnerability in his body language, an unexpected shyness all of a sudden, and she’d felt it then, true and clear, deep inside her: I like this man. Not only that, but I like this man and I think he’s asking me out. Asking. ME. Out!


Feeling flustered, absurdly flattered and wildly excited, she had tried very hard to contain herself. ‘That would be lovely,’ she managed to say, and then her lips twitched. ‘Although, to be honest, after such fabulous surroundings – ’ she flung out an arm to indicate the dismal little seating area, the rancid coffees, now cold and abandoned in their plastic cups, the scuff marks on the walls – ‘anywhere else could be a hard act to follow.’


‘This is true,’ he said, nodding sagely. ‘We’ve set the bar pretty high today. I’ll have to go all out to impress you after this, won’t I? Pull out all the stops.’


‘Every last one,’ she agreed. ‘Quite a challenge, frankly.’ Check me out, flirting, she thought, hysteria bubbling up inside her. Who is this bold, brave Jo?


‘Mr Silver?’ repeated the slack-jawed mechanic impatiently, scratching his neck in the manner of someone who didn’t have time to waste indulging waiting-room romances. ‘Your car?’


Ignoring the interruption, Rick quirked an eyebrow at her. ‘Challenge accepted,’ he said, then grinned, his eyes all shiny and soft. Goodness, he was lovely. Surely too lovely for Jo. ‘Let’s be wildly extravagant,’ he said and passed her a business card. ‘Coffee sometime next week? A proper one, in an actual mug, that doesn’t taste like a small animal has died in it?’


‘You know how to treat a girl,’ she said, dimpling. Girl, indeed, she thought, with an inward snort. She pocketed the card, trying to look cool about the fact that his fingers had just brushed against hers. Mmmm. Nice strong man-fingers. Phwooar. ‘Thanks. I’ll call you.’


God, but it was fun, having a man say Let’s be wildly extravagant, even if he was joking and only referring to coffee. Greg, Jo’s ex-husband, had been the sort of person who would ring up the gas board to enquire about an extra two pounds on the bill; who would sit in a restaurant seething about the over-priced wine list, and drink water all night to prove a point. ‘I just like things to be fair,’ he would say, as he kept tally of who owed what for rounds in a pub. Being fair was one thing, but being stingy was quite another, in Jo’s opinion.


And so she and Rick had met at Moose for coffee that Saturday, and despite being a bag of nerves about seeing him again – would he regret his impulsive suggestion, would he realize how plain and ordinary she was and make excuses to get away, were her jeans too tight and muttony? – the conversation had barely let up for a second. He ran his own PR agency and almost made her cry from laughing at tales of his latest client who designed and produced outfits for dogs, and who sounded both eccentric and a complete pain in the neck. ‘That’s ruff,’ Jo had joked. ‘I hope she hasn’t been hounding you.’


‘Barking up the wrong tree, usually,’ he replied, and his smile was so infectious that she’d found herself becoming positively melty inside. Gooey, even. And then he suggested ordering some American pancakes to share, and they bonded over the joys of streaky bacon and maple syrup and . . . Oh, it was all good, basically. It was really, really good. She could feel herself not falling for him exactly, but certainly teetering in a hopeful, excited sort of a way.


A week later they’d gone out for dinner (Italian, her favourite – and his too, as it turned out), and then the week after that they’d met for really good cocktails in The Alchemist, followed by quite a lot of X-rated kissing, before reluctantly getting separate cabs home. I like him, she kept thinking, smiling in a dreamy sort of way whenever he crossed her mind (approximately nine million times a day). I really, really like him. But surely there’s a catch? There’s always a catch. Surely this is all going too well to be true?


And then, last night, she’d discovered the catch. That catch had come slamming up against her and knocked her sideways.


They’d gone to a Mexican restaurant in Spinningfields with a resident mariachi band that wandered around and singing to the customers, and they were drinking tequilas and having such a good time that, even though Jo kept sternly telling herself, Remember Greg; don’t get carried away, she was starting to think that this could really be it – Rick might very well be the one, her happy ever after. Daringly she’d also been thinking that yes, if asked, she would go back to his place afterwards and make things official, so to speak. (Full disclosure: she was wearing her nicest satiny knickers especially, and a matching bra, and had rubbed scented body lotion all over herself after showering earlier. She was, it had to be said, kind of terrified at the prospect of stripping off in front of a new man, but she had a feeling, given his excellent kissing abilities, that it might just be amazing.) What the hell, she’d thought recklessly, smiling at him over the table as he applauded the mariachi band with gusto, hands above his head. She would live on the edge for once, she would go with her instincts and throw caution to the wind.


But then . . .


‘Jo? Are you deliberately keeping us in suspense, or what? Tell us more!’ cried India at that moment. She had never been very patient when it came to important gossip and the speed with which it was forthcoming.


Jo snapped out of her reverie. ‘Sorry. Um . . . Yeah. So I’ve been seeing someone,’ she said, her face flaming as the others made high-pitched Ooh noises and instantly leaned closer, a circle telescoping in on itself. She pushed away her doubts – don’t worry about it, she told herself for the hundredth time, it’ll be fine – and gave them the lowdown. ‘He’s called Rick, he’s forty-four, divorced but sane, and . . .’ Her cheeks burned even hotter but she couldn’t resist a smirk. ‘What can I say, he’s sexy as hell.’


‘Go, Jo!’ cheered Eve. ‘You dark horse, you.’


‘Whoa. Since when?’ squealed Laura. ‘I can’t believe this. Tell us everything! And show us photos!’


‘Amen, sister!’ cried India, putting a hand up for Jo to high-five. ‘This is brilliant news!’


Until then, Jo had been so thrilled by her own good fortune that she’d felt superstitious about confiding in anyone else, for fear of breaking the spell. But now she found herself desperate to share everything with her friends, and the joy came bubbling right on out of her. ‘I know,’ she giggled. ‘I am one smitten kitten’ – which, even as she said it, she knew was completely ridiculous, because, being awkwardly tall with sturdy thighs and a bushy mane of red hair, she had never remotely thought of herself in kitten terms. Her own mother had once described her as ‘solidly built’ in the way that you’d speak of a bungalow or a kitchen extension. And yet, with Rick she felt feminine and frivolous and slinky. Remarkably kittenish, now that she thought about it. Meow!


‘Just look at you,’ India said approvingly, eyeing her from head to toe and taking in the French Connection asymmetric black dress (bought for her cocktails date) and the red lipstick (an impulse payday purchase, just because). ‘You look fabulous, like you’ve had a ton of sex. You lucky cow.’


‘I can hardly remember what that feels like,’ Eve sighed, but then she was smiling across the table. ‘You do look radiant. So is it serious, do you think? Are we talking the big L here?’


‘And when are we going to meet him?’ Laura put in before Jo could reply. ‘God! Talk about secretive. I can’t believe you’ve been keeping this to yourself. How mean!’ She was huffing out her lower lip, pretending to be indignant, but Jo could tell Laura was a tiny bit aggrieved for real. It had always been her and her sister against the world while they were growing up, and they were still close.


‘I didn’t want to jinx anything,’ Jo replied. ‘Remember Handsome Harry?’


Oh, they all remembered Handsome Harry: Jo’s first date since her divorce, courtesy of a matchmaking app, and it had gone so well. So brilliantly well, in fact, that she’d texted all her friends the next morning saying: Oh my GOD! I’m in love! He’s amazing! Think I just met my Mr Right – only to never hear a single word again from Handsome Harry. Nothing. ‘You’ve been ghosted, my friend,’ Jo’s colleague Alison had informed her.


The waitress arrived with their starters just then and the memory of Handsome Harry hung around the table with them for a few moments like a bad smell. ‘Anyway, it’s early days,’ Jo said firmly, remembering how the alarm bell had started ringing in her head the night before. How she’d gone home feeling confused and thinking: maybe this isn’t going to work out after all. She’d spent the whole night tossing and turning and changing her mind about what to do. Because who, having gone through a divorce, wanted to get hurt again, if they could avoid it? Not her. No, thanks. But then Rick had rung her twenty minutes ago, and had been so charming and apologetic and funny that she’d wavered again. ‘I’m . . . I don’t know. Maybe it’s too soon. Maybe I’m not ready yet.’


‘Too soon? It’s been – what? – a year since you and Greg split up,’ Laura reminded her. ‘I think you’re allowed to have a bit of fun after a year. You are ready, you’re just being a wuss.’


‘Sometimes you have to take a deep breath and go for it,’ India agreed.


‘Sounds to me like the pros definitely outweigh any cons,’ said Eve, who was an accountant and couldn’t help calculating balance accounts, when it came to emotional situations as well as financial ones.


Jo twirled her fork through the rocket leaves on her plate as she listened to them, one after another, being her personal cheerleaders: Team Jo all the way. They were probably right. She was out of practice when it came to dating, that was all, and last night’s unexpected ending was . . . well, she’d just have to deal with it. ‘Thanks, guys,’ she said, then decided to direct the limelight elsewhere. ‘Anyway, enough about me. How’s everyone else? Eve? What’s the latest with you?’


Eve smiled brightly as the attention turned her way. Brightly but not sincerely, because she had been dreading this question. You could fool some people – her husband, her kids, her boss – that you were absolutely fine, by carrying on as normal, being your same old competent, organized self, but her best friends were less easy to beguile. They were the ones who’d look into her eyes and know; who’d see in an instant that, actually, she was not fine at all. Actually she was freaking out and didn’t know what to do.


It had been there for three weeks now, a hard lump, the size of a pea in her right breast. Her fingers kept returning to its solid wrongness, prodding and poking, as if her touch might somehow erase it, as if she didn’t quite believe it was real. But it was real. And it was still there. And even though she had been telling herself that it was probably nothing, just a lump, some kind of cyst, harmless, loads of people got them, there was also this other voice in her head which kept whispering that she was going to die, and that Grace and Sophie would be left motherless, two small figures in black coats weeping over her grave.


This was not a topic for India’s birthday lunch, though. No way would Eve bring down the mood with her secret worries, when India looked so cheerful, and Jo seemed positively dazzled by this new man. Added to which, Eve didn’t want to be confronted with their concerned faces staring back at her if she confessed her fears, either. India, an emotional sort, would probably burst into shocked tears. Laura would be upset too and would want to know every detail, her blue eyes shining with anxiety. As for Jo, well, she was a nurse and so would be chivvying Eve to get herself checked out, offering to go with her to an appointment, not letting up until Eve was sitting there opposite a doctor and being given a diagnosis. They would fuss, basically. They would fuss and be on her case, it would be impossible to tuck her secret back in the box again. And Eve just wasn’t sure she could handle any of that. Not yet.


Burying her head in the sand, on the other hand – that seemed way simpler an option.


The irony was that normally Eve prided herself on being in control. If one of the girls was falling behind at school, she’d be straight in to talk to a teacher, finding out what could be done. If her casework piled up in the office, she would stay late to tackle the backlog or plough through it on the kitchen table after dinner, methodical and focused. If there was a problem at home – a leaking tap, a missing roof tile, a blown light bulb – she would know about it, and either deal with the matter herself (she was pretty handy with a screwdriver or drill) or call in assistance from a professional. And yet this time, when her own body had done something it shouldn’t have, she was holding back in terms of immediate action. She was dithering and prevaricating, pretending the problem wasn’t there.


Her friends were looking at her expectantly, she realized with a gulp, anticipating no doubt her usual sort of reply – an amusing story about the kids, or news from work about an annoying client – and she licked her lips, trying to formulate a valid response. She never did get to speak, though. Because all of a sudden there came a tremendous commotion from behind them and then, as she spun round in alarm, it was as if the world had sped up before her eyes.


A blue car seemed to have lost control on the road, veering wildly across its lane, engine roaring. Other cars hooted in alarm, passers-by yelled and leapt out of the way. ‘Bloody hell!’ cried Laura. In the next second, the blue car came swerving in the direction of the café – straight towards them – and shouts of panic arose, glasses toppling over as people jumped up. ‘Shit!’ yelped India, scrambling back off her chair.


Eve felt frozen to her seat, unable to move, staring in horror. The car was going to hit them. It was coming right at them. She could see the whites of the driver’s eyes, one hand clutching at his chest, his mouth opened in an agonized shout. He couldn’t stop. He couldn’t stop!


Then she blinked and the car lurched back away, zigzagging drunkenly across the road, before mounting the pavement and crashing into the flower shop opposite. The noise was incredible, like something from a film but worse, louder, the air vibrating with the boom-crash of impact, the shatter of glass ripping through the atmosphere.


‘Oh my God,’ gulped Laura, swaying dazedly on her feet, eyes huge with shock. Jo, meanwhile, was already pelting towards the scene, shoes slapping across the tarmac. ‘Ambulance, please,’ India gabbled urgently into her phone, the colour draining from her face. ‘There’s been an accident.’


Across the road, the car’s front had crumpled, as if a giant fist had punched it. A man in a City football shirt wrenched at the driver’s door to pull him out. ‘He’s having a heart attack. Somebody help me!’ he yelled before two women ran over, arms pumping with urgency. Buckets of flowers lay tipped sideways on the ground in front of the shop, water puddling around them. Traffic was backing up around the crash, there was a woman crying somewhere and high-pitched voices . . .


Eve swallowed, blood throbbing in her ears. She could see Jo crouching beside a woman on the ground, other people hurrying to help. Everyone seemed to have reacted except her. So much for survival instinct, she thought shakily, trying to catch her breath. She had sat there in the face of danger, and done . . . absolutely nothing.


I’m alive, her pounding heart told her. I’m okay. But what about the driver and everyone else?




Chapter Two


‘Will I be able to walk again, do you think?’ the woman asked, her voice so faint that Jo had to lean in to hear. ‘Only I can’t feel anything below my pelvis, you see, and I’ve got horses. Two horses, and they’re my life. I’ll die if I can’t ride them again.’


Jo had found herself amidst a scene of carnage. At a first glance, the blue car had hit at least three people before smashing through the shopfront; there were shards of glass and metal strewn about liberally, and the sales assistant from the florist’s was sobbing hysterically nearby. Further down the pavement, she could see someone giving chest compressions to the driver, who lay unmoving. A heart attack rather than a deliberate attack then, she thought with a shudder, but horrific nonetheless.


‘Can you tell me your name? I’m Jo, I’m a nurse – the paramedics will be on their way,’ she said, taking the woman’s hand and finding her pulse. There were flowers scattered around her on the wet pavement, the clashing scents of roses and lilies and hot metal in the air. Blood, too. You could smell the iron tang of blood.


‘Star and Chestnut, they’re called. They’re everything to me,’ the woman said desperately. She was wearing a smart fawn-coloured dress and silver earrings, her tights ripped to shreds where her legs had been crushed. There was a nasty graze on her temple and two stray marguerite petals in her hair. ‘I’m Miriam,’ she added belatedly. ‘Miriam Kerwin.’ And then her mouth buckled, and tears glistened in her very blue eyes. ‘Oh dear. You’d better tell Bill, I suppose. He’s going to be so worried. Will you ring him for me? Will you tell Bill?’


‘Yes,’ Jo promised, holding Miriam’s hand as the wail of an ambulance sounded in the distance. ‘I’ll tell him.’


‘Please – on the house,’ said the manager of the restaurant, a tray of brandies on one arm, his eyes darting to the scene of the accident, where paramedics were stretchering people into ambulances. ‘We are the lucky ones, non? Lucky, but a little shocked, I think.’


Lucky? None of them felt at all lucky. India was in tears, Eve was pale and quiet, dazedly asking for the bill, and Jo had returned from the crash site with a smear of blood across her cheek, shaking her head when Laura asked if she was okay. Laura, for her part, felt stunned. For a horrible moment she’d thought the car was going to plough straight into them and she’d been screaming, scrambling to get out of her seat, her adrenalin jagging through the roof. And I never got to have a baby, she’d thought, her life flashing before her eyes, before the car had swerved away again and she’d been left swaying there in shock, breath heaving in her lungs. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.


‘I just want to go home and hug Dan and the kids,’ India said with a sob in her voice, sniffling and dabbing her eyes with a napkin. ‘I feel terrible for moaning about that oven glove he bought me for my birthday now. Terrible. When there are people who might be dying – when we just s-s-saw . . .’ Her words petered out.


‘I know what you mean,’ Eve said dully. ‘Neil and I had a row this morning about stacking knives in the dishwasher . . .’ Her lower lip trembled and she wrapped her arms around herself. ‘Seems kind of pointless, all of a sudden.’


Jo had returned from the bathroom, her face clean once more, and Laura fought the urge to rush over and cling to her, as she’d done as a small child whenever their mum had gone off on one. ‘You all right?’ she asked instead, remembering that Jo probably felt worse than any of them. ‘That must have been grim.’


Her sister was holding a small white business card with a bloody fingerprint on the back. ‘I’ve got to make a phone call,’ she said miserably. ‘And tell some poor bloke that his wife . . . Well, she’s almost certainly lost the use of her legs.’ She grabbed a brandy from the manager’s tray as he went by. ‘Thank you. I’m going to need this.’


Once they’d paid the bill and said goodbye, hugging each other for a second longer than was usual, the four of them went their separate ways, each with a heavy tread. Laura felt wired, her nerves jangled, as if she’d stayed up all night. Again and again the car careered towards them, in her mind’s eye; again and again she screamed and leapt to her feet. You thought you were invincible, you thought you had all the time in the world until something like this happened, shaking up your world as if it were a snow-globe.


And I never got to have a baby, the voice kept saying in her head with such devastating clarity. I never got to have a baby.


‘Is that Bill Kerwin?’ Jo had found a quiet shady spot near the town hall and was sitting on a stone wall, brandy and adrenalin still spiking through her. ‘My name’s Jo Nicholls, I’m a nurse and I’ve just . . .’ She swallowed. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you.’


Christ, Jo found herself thinking as she outlined to Miriam’s husband what had happened, she had forgotten how you came up against it with emergency medicine. How brutal it could be, the intensely charged dramas involved – and how safe and straightforward it was for her these days, in comparison, working as a practice nurse: carrying out cervical smears, changing wound dressings, taking blood or giving injections, checking urine samples. You went in and did your job, helping patients in a routine sort of way, but you never had to tell a poor, stunned man down the phone that his wife had been badly injured and that life, as they knew it, was suddenly over.


His voice was thick when he eventually replied; gruff, as if emotion had got the better of him. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I’ll go there at once.’ And then his voice cracked a little and he added, ‘She’s the love of my life, you know. It’s only ever been her, for me.’


Jo’s hand shook on the phone. Despite all her training and experience, sometimes a patient just got to you and it was impossible to remain detached. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, helplessly.


‘I forgot to tell her that I love her, before she went out,’ he said, sounding upset. ‘I forgot to say it.’


‘You can tell her at the hospital,’ Jo soothed. ‘I’m sure she knows you love her, don’t worry.’


‘I . . . I’d better go,’ he said shakily. ‘Thanks for letting me know. Do me a favour, will you? Tell your husband you love him today. Tell him. While you have each other. Will you do that for me?’


‘I—’ Jo felt slightly lost for words. Now was not really the moment to confess that she was divorced and had only recently started dating again. ‘I will,’ she assured him instead. ‘Take care, Bill. And give Miriam my best.’


Right, then, Eve said to herself, walking away after lunch. Deep breath. Let’s get on with the rest of the day.


She had always been good at compartmentalizing, at blocking out any troublesome worries in order to concentrate on something more compelling. Whenever she walked through her office door, it was as if Home Eve was put on standby while Work Eve took over. Some of her colleagues had photos of their children on their desks and indulged in long daily conversations with their childminders or even the school-age children themselves – ‘Having a nice morning? How was your music lesson?’ – but Eve privately found such behaviour faintly pathetic. She loved her children – obviously! – but there was a time and a place for family, and the workplace was neither.


So. She would put the roadside drama into a box too, seal it off, maybe come back to it later on, much later, when she could process how she had felt. When she could ponder at greater length exactly why she had reacted – or, rather, not reacted – in the way that she had. Why her survival instincts had failed to materialize, as if there was some disconnect in her reflexes.


But anyway, onwards! Time to reset the afternoon and get on with the current list of tasks earmarked for attention today. A new towel for the bathroom. The length of gingham Grace needed for her Textiles project at school. A bunch of flowers for her neighbour’s birthday. Lots to do, no time to waste navel-gazing or wallowing. First stop: Debenhams.


She moved briskly through the crowds, swerving to avoid the slow-moving packs of teenage girls, not making eye contact with the buskers, right foot, left foot, keep going, don’t think about it. But then, once in the bathroom department at Debenhams, a wave of shock suddenly caught up with her, flooding her system with anxiety so that her knees wobbled violently and she had to clutch onto the shelf of folded Egyptian cotton towels for support. Her heart pounded, adrenalin crashed through her, and then she caught sight of her face in a row of mirrored cabinets nearby, and realized in horror that tears were leaking down her cheeks and that she was weeping soundlessly, her mouth open and red.


Oh my God. Was that really her, Eve Taylor, having a breakdown in public? In the Debenhams bathroom section? Common sense immediately snapped back in, like a twang of elastic, propelling her off to the Ladies to dry her eyes and splash her face with cold water. Pull yourself together, Eve. For heaven’s sake, pull yourself together!


The loos smelled of sickly air freshener and Eve held her wrists under the cold tap, vaguely remembering that it was meant to help with shock. Or was it to bring down a high temperature? She couldn’t remember any more. Her brain seemed to have its facts jumbled up, displaced from their usual neatly filed and collated system. All she could hear in her head was that screeching of brakes, the grinding of metal. The driver’s face kept flashing up before her eyes, his terrified expression as the vehicle had lunged straight towards them . . .


‘Are you okay, love?’ asked a woman in a red hijab who was at the next sink along. Her brown eyes were kind as she gazed at Eve’s blotchy face. ‘Can I help at all?’


‘I’m—’ Eve’s breathing had become tight and strained; she had to grip hold of the basin and stare down at the rushing water for a moment. Was this what a panic attack felt like? Why couldn’t she breathe normally? ‘I’m fine,’ she said eventually and not entirely convincingly. ‘Thank you,’ she added, so that the other woman wouldn’t ask any further questions.


She was fine, she told herself savagely. She hadn’t been injured, had she? No. So why was she making such a silly fuss, why was she overreacting like this? In bloody Debenhams, of all places?


The woman was still looking at her sideways with an expression of concern and Eve couldn’t handle it any more. She turned abruptly, shaking her hands dry, and darted into the nearest cubicle, bolting the door and leaning against the cool tiles, her heart still pounding: boom, boom, boom.


It’s okay. You’re okay. Keep breathing, she told herself desperately, closing her eyes. Just keep breathing.


Sitting on the bus, India found she was shivering and put her arms around herself. Hurry up, she thought, as the traffic lights ahead changed to red and they wheezed to a halt. Hurry up. All she wanted to do was to get home, to throw her arms around Dan and the children, to immerse herself in the comfort of their warm bodies, to smell her kids’ necks and count her blessings. Shut out the rest of the world. There was nothing like coming up close and personal to blood and trauma to make a person want to dig down deeper into their own burrow.


When the car had come hurtling towards her and her friends like that, and she’d felt for a terrifying split second that she might actually die, she’d thought, No, not like this. Not on my own, leaving Dan and the kids behind!


Except . . . She shivered again, even though the bus was stuffy. Except that wasn’t quite the truth, was it? If she was being strictly honest about the order of things, her family hadn’t been her first thought at all. No. Because in that moment when the driver had lost control and the car had roared in their direction, her whole body had trembled as if anticipating retribution, as if this was Judgement Day. As if she’d been waiting for something like this to happen for years. And the first thing that had flashed through her head? I knew I wouldn’t get away with it forever.




Chapter Three


Walking back to her small rented flat in Hulme, Jo found herself wishing that, like her friends, she had someone waiting for her at home too, someone who would hold her close and exclaim, Oh God, how awful, are you okay? That must have been shocking.


Just someone to make her feel less alone. Who would listen while she talked.


She’d been living on her own since her marriage had broken down, first in their old house in Stretford before she and her ex decided to sell up, and more recently in her own place, but she still hadn’t quite got used to the silence of an empty flat when you walked through the door. Sure, she’d learned how to fill up her time, she’d come to know the TV listings backwards and burned through many evenings watching what her ex-husband had always scathingly termed ‘brainless TV’, but there was, most definitely, a whiff of sadness about her new place. The way the sofa sagged at one end where she sat and ate biscuits from the packet every night. The hush of the bedroom when she turned the light out and rolled over in bed. She had been lonely there, far lonelier than she liked to admit.


Until she’d met Rick, of course, and it had been like opening a dark curtain and letting sunshine pour into her life again. Only . . . Well, where did they stand now, after what had happened last night? What was she meant to think?


She frowned, feeling her head sink as she trudged along. There they’d been at the restaurant table, her with her satin knickers and perfumed skin beneath her clothes, and seconds after the waitress had whisked away their starter plates (garlic prawns, delicious, although she was already worrying about her breath and all the snogging she hoped to do), Rick’s phone had rung. ‘Sorry, I’d better take this, I won’t be long,’ he promised. But Jo only needed to hear half the conversation – ‘What, now? We’re in the middle of dinner . . . Well, I’m with a friend . . . No, not Bobby . . . No, it’s not Dave, either. Look, that’s not the point, have you tried the neighbours?’ – to get a sinking feeling. And then, when he hung up and said, ‘I’m really sorry about this, but that was my daughter Maisie and – well, to cut a long story short, she’s on her way here now because . . .’ His expression changed from apology to exasperation. ‘Because she’s locked out of the house and my ex-wife . . . Oh, you don’t want to know.’ He sighed, then reached over and took her hand. ‘I’m sorry. Maisie’s thirteen and she’s been a bit all over the place since the divorce. I can’t really say no to her at the moment.’


The daughter that he couldn’t say no to. The words reverberated in her head warningly and she felt her skin prickle, the first red flag of disquiet. There’s always a catch, she heard her mum’s cynical voice sigh. Bloody men, they’re all the same, and I should know, I’ve tried enough of them.


To be fair, when you reached your forties, everyone had baggage, everyone had their past dragging around behind them like a ball and chain. In Jo’s case, it was a bad marriage and the fearful conviction that she was destined to be a spinster for evermore. In Rick’s case, the baggage was apparently an unreliable ex-wife and a needy teenage daughter. Oh, he’d given them fleeting mentions before now – she knew they were there in the background – but it was quite a gear-change, from them being shadowy abstract concepts to coming face-to-face with the reality. In this case, his thirteen-year-old daughter, who turned up halfway through the main course, all flicky eyeliner and long hair and scowls for Jo; who waited until Rick was trying to catch the waiter’s eye, before giving her the finger. All of a sudden, Jo was feeling quite a lot less confident about the situation, especially when Maisie went on to talk repeatedly, and in glowing terms, about her mother, Rick’s ex.


Hey, Dad, did Mum tell you about that amazing party she went to? It was after the opening night of Manchester Fashion Week, and loads of famous people were there. The goody bag was SO cool.


Did you hear Mum on the radio the other day? Yeah, Woman’s Hour – they were interviewing her about her book. She was trending on Twitter for, like, two hours afterwards.


Did Mum say: she’s going to take me and her to New York over the summer? I can’t wait!


How to intimidate your dad’s new girlfriend in three easy steps; Jo had sat there feeling frumpier and duller by the second, as The Other Woman became real, inked in, a threat. She’d never been to New York, or on the radio, or invited to an after-show party, after all. What’s he doing with you? a mean voice kept asking inside her head, while her jaw ached from maintaining a fixed polite smile. And then, when dinner was over and it was clear that Rick, telegraphing apologies with his eyes, would be going home with Maisie, rather than Jo and her best knickers, she had felt embarrassed and self-conscious about kissing him with his daughter standing there, rolling her eyes and making vomit noises in the background. All in all, it had been a major passion-destroyer. Back in her quiet flat, doubt had pierced her heart for the first time since meeting him, and she’d wondered if her instincts had been wrong all along.


It was tricky stuff, trying to negotiate the dating world in your forties, frankly, especially when you felt you didn’t really know the rules any more. Should you hold back and protect your heart, or throw yourself in with abandon and take a chance? She thought of poor shaken-up Bill, rushing across town to see his wife, and how he’d urged Jo, ‘Tell your husband you love him’. Life could change in an instant, couldn’t it? The world could knock you sideways from out of nowhere. And here she was now, on her own again, heading back to her lonely, empty flat, while all her friends hurried home to their loved ones. Was that really what she wanted?


Twenty minutes later, Jo was just walking rather despondently towards her front door when her phone rang. When she pulled it from her bag and saw Rick’s name onscreen, she found herself giving a little sob of relief, her emotions brimming to the surface again. ‘Hello,’ she said, turning the key in the lock and shouldering the door open.


‘Hi – oh, thank God,’ he said, and she could hear the breath rushing out of him as if it had been stoppered up until that second. ‘I’ve just seen the news. Are you okay? Wasn’t that crash, like, about fifty yards from where you were having lunch?’


A spark flared inside her at once, a warm glow kindling at the concern in his voice. Rick sounded so worried for her. He had seen the news and thought immediately about her well-being, and had actually said ‘thank God’ at the sound of her voice. Hadn’t she just been wishing for someone to care about her as well? She loved that he’d asked. ‘I’m fine,’ she said, kicking off her shoes and wandering through to the kitchen, ‘but yes, we were just on the other side of the road. It was pretty awful to be honest. Oh no!’


‘What?’


Crossing the floor towards the kettle, she’d walked through a large puddle on the chipped laminate floor and now her tights were full of water. ‘Shit, there’s been some kind of . . .’ Water was pooling out from the bottom of the freezer, she noticed, and she yanked open the door to see that her food in there – the sad single-lady stuff of leftover curries in Tupperware containers and massive special-offer tubs of ice cream bought on sod-it days – was all gently thawing, drips of water collecting on the bottoms of the drawers. ‘Oh, bollocks. Either the freezer has died or . . .’ She flicked at the light switch – on, off, on, off – but nothing happened. ‘Damn it, there’s been a power cut. Can I call you back?’


‘Sure.’ He hesitated for a second. ‘Or I can come over, if you . . . ?’


‘I’m fine,’ she said quickly because this was the new Jo, who was resolute in coping without a man and his toolbox and advice. ‘I’ll ring you back in five. Sorry about this.’ She ended the call before she could change her mind and prodded what had once been a frozen chicken breast. From its spongy texture now, though, she estimated that the power had been lost hours ago, certainly too late to save this particular dinner from the dustbin. Great. As if she hadn’t had enough drama for one day.


Letting out a groan, she went in search of the fusebox. It was only groceries, she reminded herself, thinking back to Miriam’s white, anxious face and trying to get some perspective. She could do this.


Because Greg, Jo’s ex, had been a handyman – and something of a male throwback in terms of feminism – she had never been trusted with any DIY jobs around the house throughout their marriage. Even when she’d picked up a paint tray and roller one weekend when he’d been off at a stag do, and painted their bedroom as a surprise, he’d come back and immediately gone over her work with a new brush, shaking his head at her wobbly lines and uneven coverage. If she ever went to change a bulb, he’d laugh and say, Step aside, princess, this is man’s work, and pluck the light bulb from her hands as if her delicate princess brain couldn’t possibly cope with the responsibility. It had been a bit of a joke at first – she would roll her eyes and call him a sexist pig – but gradually she came to realize that he actually meant it. He genuinely thought that way. And it hadn’t been good for either of them.


Luckily she wasn’t married to Greg any more – and was perfectly competent herself, moreover, able to do all those little jobs denied to her for so many years. She had rewired a plug a few weeks ago. She could pump her bike tyres, without him watching beady-eyed and telling her she was doing it wrong – give it here, let me. She had changed light bulbs, and set the timer on the cooker, and hung up all her own pictures. So a piddly little power cut – although inconvenient and frozen-curry-destroying – was not about to set her back now.


Unfortunately, when she eventually located the fusebox and googled what to do on her phone, she could see that the fuse hadn’t tripped after all. In fact, everything looked as if it should be working just fine. She glanced at her phone, weakening for a second as she thought about calling Rick and asking him to come and help, but then – no – back came her resolve, and instead she called the electricity company to find out if there was a problem in the street that might explain her own power loss.


‘Did you not see the red bill? And the final warning? I’m afraid you’ve been cut off, darling,’ the woman from the helpline told her, when she eventually got through.


‘Cut off? But . . .’ Jo’s mouth dropped open before she could finish her sentence. There must be some mistake. Her rent at the flat included the bills – gas, electricity, council tax, water: the lot. The landlord, Dennis, was meant to take care of such services, not allow them to be severed unexpectedly. ‘But . . . I’m not the bill-payer. My landlord must have fallen behind . . .’ She could hear her own voice petering out in dismay. What did the helpline-woman care?


‘I’m sorry, love, but the account’s in arrears and we can’t switch the electricity back on again until we’ve received full payment,’ came the response. Sorry, but not sorry, in other words – and actually, fair enough, Jo thought wearily, when she was told the amount that was owing, a sum of money that left her feeling faint. ‘If you speak to him, get him to contact us urgently about payment, otherwise we’ll have to take further steps.’


Oh, great. Did this mean that her gas supply might be in similar peril? she wondered, despair welling as she hung up and searched for her landlord’s number. The next thing she knew, someone from the council would be banging on the door because the council tax hadn’t been paid, and then the water would be cut off and all, and she’d drop dead from dehydration. Probably.


Surprise, surprise, her landlord wasn’t answering his phone and her call went straight through to voicemail. ‘Dennis,’ she said firmly, ‘this is Jo Nicholls, from Harold Street. My electricity has been cut off because the bill hasn’t been paid. Please could you settle the account as soon as possible, as this is really inconvenient to me. Thank you.’


She sank into a chair, feeling thoroughly fed up, before remembering the puddle on her floor and getting up again to find the mop. Bloody hell, this was the last thing she needed. She’d have to go and stay with Laura, she supposed, or – last resort – camp out in her mum’s spare room. But Jo was really trying not to lean on Laura quite so much these days, and she wasn’t sure she had the energy to endure an evening spent listening to the latest lurid instalment of her mum’s soap-opera life. Or, worse, being dragged out on the pull with her. Us single ladies have to stick together! Not a good idea. Was there anything more demoralizing than going out with your own mum and discovering that she was apparently way more of a catch than you?


Just at that moment, her phone rang again and it was Rick, wondering what had happened to her – at which point she found herself telling him the whole dismal story.


‘You could pay the bill yourself, and get the money back off the landlord in lieu of rent,’ he pointed out when she’d finished.


‘I did wonder about that, but . . . well, it’s quite a lot,’ she had to say, feeling embarrassed at her own budgetary constraints. Until the sale of her old marital home was completed – a matter of weeks now, she hoped – things were pretty tight on the financial front, a situation that hadn’t been helped recently with all the impulse spending she’d done: lipsticks and perfume and that new dress, not to mention their nights out together.


‘Okay, so why don’t you pack a bag and come and stay at mine for a few days, just until this landlord of yours pulls his finger out and gets everything sorted?’ he suggested next.


Jo shut her eyes, not trusting herself to speak for a moment, because she really did not want to be the sort of woman who always needed to be rescued by a man. Plus there was that whole awkward daughter thing now, too. ‘Well . . .’ she said, then hesitated because despite all that, she’d had a tough day that had left her feeling vulnerable and she did actually quite want to be with someone tonight, to be held and comforted. Experienced as she was at dealing with a trauma situation, she was not a complete robot.


‘Are you still there?’ he asked, sounding confused. ‘No worries if you’ve got other plans, it was just a thought.’ He laughed. ‘You can say no, Jo, I’ll take it on the chin, honestly. I’ll live!’


There – so he didn’t think she was incapable, she assured herself. He thought she might have other plans anyway and be too busy to come over. And wasn’t this what being a couple was all about, looking after each other when things went wrong? She found herself thinking of Bill Kerwin again, imagining him at his wife’s side in an A&E cubicle by now, holding her hand on the crisp white hospital sheets. Not all couples were doomed. ‘That would be great, if you’re sure,’ she said meekly. She had tears in her eyes for some stupid reason; perhaps this was the shock catching up with her at last. ‘Thanks, Rick.’


She blew her nose, then went to her bedroom to pack a few things, where she made the mistake of glancing over at an old photograph of her mum. Helen Nicholls in her prime: great legs in a pea-green mini-dress, that huge mane of fox-coloured hair around her face, sharp eyes pinning you to the spot. Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Jo heard her admonish. Staying for a few days at his place, when you’ve been having doubts? Talk about out of the frying pan and into the fire!




Chapter Four


‘Aaaaand . . . are we ready? Miiissss Polly had a dolly who was SICK, SICK, SICK . . .’


It was Monday morning and India was leading from the front, a maraca in each hand. This was what she did: chief musician in her very own orchestra. Or, rather, she ran the Mini Music: Happy Tunes for Happy Children franchise for south Manchester, and hosted baby and toddler classes in various draughty church halls four days a week. This, needless to say, had never been part of the career plan. This had not been what teenage India had envisaged all those years ago when she’d had a provisional letter of acceptance from the Royal College of Music. That was life for you, though, wasn’t it? Life and its nasty little habit of lobbing you a curve ball just when you weren’t expecting it.


‘She called for the doctor to come QUICK, QUICK, QUICK!’ Beam and sing, beam and sing: that was the mantra that circled around her head sometimes, as she worked through her repertoire. ‘Throw yourself into it,’ Lisa had advised when she’d handed over the franchise to India. ‘It’s all about the energy and enthusiasm. Big smiles and joyful faces mean big cheques and rebooked places!’


‘The doctor ca-ame with her BAG and her HAT . . .’ Yes, India had changed the gender of the doctor, and what of it? Why not start the girl-empowerment right here, when they were eight months old? Sometimes it was only by amusing herself with such small acts of rebellion that she managed to stop herself from stabbing the maracas into her own eye sockets. ‘And she kno-ocked on the door with a RAT-A-TAT-TAT!’


Someone in the room had silently filled their nappy. Perhaps it was India’s over-enthusiastic knocking on the floor that had startled them into a bowel movement, although, let’s face it, dreadful smells and loud farts were invariably an occupational hazard of this line of work. She would open a window just as soon as this song finished, perhaps make a joke about it. A polite sort of joke, obviously. (‘Do not, under any circumstances, offend the parents,’ Lisa had warned, back in the day. She was blonde and perky, with frosted eyeshadow and energetic hand movements. ‘I know you wouldn’t, but – we’ve got to make them feel great too, yeah? This is all about enrichment, fun and joy!’)


These words had echoed grimly around India’s head for the four years she’d been running the classes. It had seemed like a good idea back when Kit, her youngest, was two and Lisa announced she was going back to her old job in HR, and thus the business was up for grabs. ‘India, you’re musical,’ she’d said, dimpling at her at the end of a session. ‘Ever thought about a new career?’


It had been like the universe laughing at her, right there. As if Lisa knew about India’s past. Oh, ha-ha. Let’s kick a woman while she’s down.


Sleep-deprived and – yes, okay, judge her for it – just a tiny bit bored of being a full-time mum, India had been flattered by Lisa’s comment, though. An exhausted mother of three, you had to take a compliment whenever you could get it, frankly. And maybe this was a chance to put her crap business degree into practice, the business degree she’d ended up taking when she mucked up her A-levels in spectacular style and didn’t make it to her prestigious music college.


Besides, if ever there was a means of atonement for mistakes made, then this was it, she had realized. See how nice I am to the babies, see how hard I smile at them despite their crusty noses and foul-smelling nappies, see how I can get those toddlers doing the actions to ‘Wind the Bobbin Up’ with such charming exuberance that their parents are all beaming with pride. I’m sorry, Universe, okay? This is me, abasing myself and taking my punishment. Am I forgiven yet?


‘I’ll be ba-ack in the morning, yes, I WILL, WILL, WILL!’ India clapped her hands and smiled round at her class. ‘Well done, everyone, what a lot of super singing! And, just like the dolly’s doctor, I’ll be back too, same time, same place next week. But now it’s time to put all our instruments back in the box, please. Thanks for coming!’


Driving home after her last class of the day, tambourines clinking in the boot as she went over each speed bump, India realized that she was humming ‘Five Little Ducks’ under her breath and rolled her eyes at her own ridiculous self.


I think you’ve got something special, Miss Nolan, her A-level music teacher, had once said to her. Miss Nolan who had a permanent cold and who crunched blackcurrant-scented cough sweets through every lesson. Her eyes had been so earnest and hopeful that gauche teenage India had felt embarrassed, unsure what to do with the compliment other than shuffle her feet around. I mean it, India, I think you’re the real deal.


So much for that. If Miss Nolan could see her now, she’d probably have a good old laugh at what had become of her former star pupil, India thought glumly. Either that or give up making doomed predictions for evermore.


She switched on the radio to banish the irritatingly stupid five little ducks from her head, cursing as a bus pulled out in front of her with a stinking belch of exhaust fumes.


‘The time is coming up to three o’clock, let’s have the local news,’ said a young male voice, and India drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, glancing at the clock and hoping she wouldn’t be stuck behind the bus for too long. She first had to make it home, find somewhere to park (not one of her skills) and then dash breathlessly along to the school in order to pick up her younger two children. Esme, who was nine and drifted through life in a sparkly daydream, never seemed to care what time her mother arrived, but Kit, who was six, liked to see her waiting in the playground for him the very instant that school was over, taking it as a personal affront if she was even a minute late. (George, her eldest, was eleven and no longer wanted to be seen on the same bit of pavement as her, electing instead to make his own way home. ‘You are too embarrassing,’ he had informed her, devastatingly.)


‘Police have released further details following the crash that took place in the city centre on Saturday,’ said the newsreader, and India felt herself stiffen. She’d avoided watching the news all weekend, not wanting to see footage or hear updates, and she was about to turn the radio off again when she saw a chance to overtake the bus, which she did, rashly and too fast.


‘Two of the injured pedestrians remain in hospital, as well as the driver of the vehicle, who is thought to have suffered a heart attack at the wheel. Police have named the pedestrians as Miriam Kerwin, fifty-seven, from Didsbury, and twenty-year-old Alice Goldsm—’


India gasped out loud, swerving inadvertently towards an oncoming Fiat, before pulling over at the kerb and putting a hand up to her mouth. Oh my God. Her heart was pounding.


‘Meanwhile, the driver, sixty-two-year-old Sandy MacAllister, remains in a critical condition,’ the newsreader went on, and India jabbed at the button with shaking fingers to silence him. Her blood seemed to be throbbing in her veins. No, she told herself. No, India. Don’t be silly.


The bus sailed past her once more but she barely noticed, one hand up on her chest as her breath came, fast and shallow. It was only when she realized it was five past three, and she really, really needed to get a move on, that she started the engine and numbly pulled out once more.


Meanwhile, across town, Laura was not exactly having a productive time at work. In the morning she had stared at a blank screen for a full twenty-five minutes, willing the press release about Glow Wonder Night Serum to write itself. Being the communications manager for a beauty-products company seemed kind of trivial today. What is the point? she kept thinking, swinging to and fro on her swivel chair as she searched fruitlessly for inspiration. What is the point of this?


Ever since Saturday, and the horrific metal-grinding car crash, she had been asking herself this question a lot. Deliberating over which fabric conditioner to buy in the supermarket, putting on mascara in the morning, sitting through interminably long production meetings at work . . . why was she bothering with any of it? Why did anyone care about these ridiculous things, when there were people still in hospital after Saturday’s accident, when Death could come at you from out of nowhere? Life was short, she kept thinking, it was really, really short, and time could pass you by when you were looking the other way. Look at her working in this place, for instance – five years she’d been at BodyWorks now: five whole years. That had never been part of her life-plan. Sure, it wasn’t terrible; the location was great – two minutes from Market Street – and her colleagues were mostly lovely, but sometimes she couldn’t help feeling that the beauty industry was all just a tiny bit too . . . well, shallow, basically. Frivolous. Spending her days thinking up campaigns that encouraged people to waste money on products that barely made any difference was hardly the pinnacle of achievement for mankind; not exactly up there with pioneering scientific breakthroughs or saving people’s lives. Was this really what she wanted to be doing, when there were so many other possibilities out there?


Heaving a sigh, she stared back at her computer. Meanwhile, here in the real world, there was still an empty screen in front of her, a patiently winking cursor and no press release.


Glow Wonder is . . . she typed, then paused, hands on the keyboard, her creativity seemingly having taken an early lunch break. She found herself remembering how, back when she’d originally applied for this job, she’d had to submit a test press release for a new hand cream as part of the selection process. Trying to help, Matt had spent a whole evening brainstorming with her, although his main contribution had been the completely unsexy suggestion ‘It’s kind of . . . gooey?’ They had roared with laughter at the sheer crapness of the sentence, at how hilariously inapt it would be within a press release and, since then, it had become one of their in-jokes, frequently wheeled out to describe a dodgy cheese soufflé, an ancient tube of glue, a mawkish Christmas card from his mum.


Kind of gooey, she typed now, for her own amusement, before backspacing through the letters again. It had been a while since she and Matt had laughed like that, admittedly. He’d come back late and steaming drunk from the football on Saturday (happy drunk – United had won in extra time and his throat was hoarse from singing), and then they’d been at his parents’ house for Sunday lunch, after which he’d slumped on the sofa and nodded off until it was time to go home.


Staring at the screen again, she felt a wave of boredom break over her. The thing was, back when she’d accepted this job, she’d secretly assumed she’d only be there a year before getting pregnant and swanning off on maternity leave. But twelve months had slipped by, and then another twelve months, and she’d started to feel trapped, as if she couldn’t leave. What if she handed in her notice and then got pregnant? What if she started a new job and then got pregnant? The timing would be all wrong. The safest thing, she had decided, was to stick it out here, and keep on trying in the bedroom. And trying. And trying. And . . .


Anyway, she said to herself, forcing a stop to her downward spiral of doom as she noticed her boss, Deborah, approaching. Okay, Glow Wonder Night Cream: time to pull some writing out the bag, and fast. Shallow and frivolous or not, it was Glow Wonder and its stablemates who were paying her wages, after all.


So that was the morning. The afternoon saw Deborah calling the entire company to the boardroom to make a big announcement: that BodyWorks would be bringing out a new line of maternity and baby products, and that the whole team was going to be involved ‘pretty much from conception onwards, ha-ha’. As the senior management team elaborated about luxury body lotions for mums-to-be, and a delicate organic range for the newest of new babies’ sensitive skin, Laura could feel a creeping agitation start up inside her, a prickling dismay. Oh Lord. And she was going to have to write gushing press releases for all of this stuff, wasn’t she, wanging on about the beauties of a pregnant belly and the gorgeous smell of a newborn baby’s head, while inside she felt like screaming and crying and throwing things around the office. Because that was what happened when, month after month, your own reproductive system refused to cooperate with your wishes. That was the sort of maniac spell it cast upon a woman.


Deborah had broken off, mid-spiel, and was giving her a very odd look. Yikes, thought Laura, she hadn’t gone and blurted any of that out loud, had she?
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