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For Anna D’Andrea




1


HOLLY


He’s alone again. Head bowed. Cumbersome bag hanging from bony shoulders. Trousers flapping around clownish shoes at the end of lanky legs. He’s at that age where nothing’s in proportion. Elongated but not filled out. A curtain of straight dark hair swings across his face, hiding the angry smattering of acne on his cheeks.


Saul finds himself a space on the green and stares at a patch of ground where the grass has been trodden bald by decades of school shoes. A girl approaches from the far side. One of Saffie’s friends, but more bookish-looking. Less confident. Go to him. Talk to him, I urge her. Please. He’s nice. He’s gentle and sweet. She gives my son a wide berth and makes a direct line to the popular crowd.


I wish he didn’t have to go to school. I wish he didn’t have to mix in the world. Nothing about him fits.


More gaggles of girls appear, laughing, skirts short, shiny hair bouncing, hands clutching their mobiles. Then a group of handsome almost-men. Glowing skin, sharp haircuts, perky quiffs. They gleam with good health. These groups of children have been passing my front window for the last half-hour, gathering for the bus that will carry them off to secondary school before the village falls silent again.


‘You’re too attached,’ Pete says, coming up behind me, surprising me. ‘You have separation anxiety.’ Pete’s a psychotherapist. Attaching labels to feelings is what he does.


‘I have not got separation anxiety,’ I say, my breath misting the window. ‘I’m simply a mother worrying for her son. Who still doesn’t have friends.’


‘Come here.’


Pete’s arms slip round my waist. He lifts my hair, kisses me on the neck. I lean back into him.


‘Saul’s fine, Holly. He’s sixteen. Searching for an identity. You need to let him be. Believe me, I see enough kids with problems. Saul’s quiet, and sensitive, and he lost his father six years ago. But he’s not displaying behaviour I’d consider a reason for concern. It’s you who needs to back off a little, if I may say so.’


I rub a circle of condensation from the glass. Saul remains alone on the green.


‘It’s hard. After everything he’s been through.’ I turn and kiss Pete on the cheek. ‘I need to go.’


Money, mobile, make-up. The mantra Jules and I use to check we don’t forget anything in the morning. All ready in my bag. The pizza dough’s in the fridge, waiting to bake when I get home.


‘Wish I was in tonight,’ Pete says. ‘I’ll get back as soon as I can tomorrow. D’you want a lift to the station?’


‘I’ll walk,’ I say. ‘Thanks, Pete. It’s the wrong direction for you.’


‘See you tomorrow, then,’ he says, and his lips on mine send a fizz through my whole body. An unexpected bonus of my two-year-old relationship: Pete and I married soon after we met. A brisk ceremony at Cambridge Registry Office. That’s how certain we were about each other.


Once I’m at work, I won’t think about Saul. Not until tonight when we begin the argument about homework. The nagging that masks my worry about how unhappy he seems since I moved him from his London school for a fresh start in the Fens.


My mobile vibrates as I set off along the side of the green, head bowed against fine rain. The school bus draws up and swallows the teenagers.


‘Where are you?’ Jules asks.


‘On my way to the station. I haven’t got any tutorials until eleven, so I’m getting the eight thirty-five. It’s horrible out here. Peeing down. Pete’s taken the car.’


‘You should have said.’


‘It’s fine. Good exercise.’


‘You haven’t forgotten about tonight? Tess’s birthday drinks at that new gastropub in Fen Ditton. Girls’ night out.’


‘Oh, of course. Yes. That’s something to look forward to.’


‘Come round to mine first? Rowan’s away. We can have pre-drinks, then get a cab together.’


‘Sounds good. You OK?’


‘Apart from dealing with the mood swings of a thirteen-year-old,’ she says, ‘fine. You?’


‘Better for hearing you. We’ll talk later.’


When she’s gone, I tuck my mobile into the pocket of my parka and pull up the hood. It will be good to get out after a day dealing with students and their stresses and their heartbreaks. I haven’t had a chance to get to know the local women, never made those school-gate friendships you form when you have primary-age kids. Saul was already fourteen when we moved here two years ago. I envisage sharing my concerns about him tonight; there’s always another mother worrying about her own child who’ll help put things in perspective.


The fields either side of me as I leave the village are striated with puddles of water shimmering to a black fuzz of trees on the horizon. Brown, muddy fens and high, colourless clouds. It’s hard to say which seems longer, this narrow road leading beyond the level crossing to a vanishing point where the land meets the sky or the ribbons of ditch water fading to nothing where they merge with clouds. Squeeze your eyes half shut and everything blots into a watery murk.


Soon after we moved here, I thought I’d made a terrible mistake. The land seemed a place with the life – along with the floodwaters – drained out of it. Not a tree or a flower or an animal to draw the eye. Industrial storage units built from concrete breezeblocks and corrugated iron the only features on the vast flat fields. The sky so huge you could turn in a circle and only see one continuous line of horizon. I didn’t belong here. It wasn’t my home. I knew no one but Jules, and found it hard to make inroads into the tight-knit community. I’d had to do something, though, despite the fact it meant leaving the place where Saul was born and where Archie had died. Saul was miserable at his London secondary school. And the mortgage repayments on our Hackney house were crippling us.


‘Move up here,’ Jules had suggested. She’d moved out of London herself four years earlier, when Saffie was going into Key Stage Two. It was Rowan’s home village. ‘There’s a really supportive community. And all this space. You’ll love it.’


She swiped through property sites on her iPad. ‘Look at this. Two-bed terraced house with garden. In this village. For half of what you’ll get for your Hackney house. You could probably buy it outright.’


‘I’d feel I was betraying Archie,’ I said. ‘If we moved.’


‘Holly, it’s been four years. You have to let him go. And so does Saul.’


Jules was right. In the four years since Archie died, Saul had grown from a ten-year-old primary-school child to a towering teenager. We both needed a fresh start. I was clinging on to an old plan, an old dream.


‘What about work?’ I’d asked Jules. ‘I’ll never find another creative writing lectureship. They’re in high demand.’


‘Commute, like everyone else.’


‘You think?’


‘It’s only an hour to King’s Cross. It could take you as long on a bus from Hackney. Look, no one can afford to live in London anymore. This village is deserted by day, but in the evenings, barbecue smoke fills the air and everyone’s popping corks and levering tops off beer bottles.’


‘Very poetic!’


‘Every night’s a party night. And there’s loads for kids to do. Rowing, tennis, riding. Much more wholesome than London. Saul will love it.’


In the end, I put an offer on the little house Jules had spotted, got it for just under the asking price. Unheard of in the South-East. Perhaps it said something about the village. Perhaps I should have taken it as a warning.


Saul wasn’t keen on the idea. But what teenager wants to be shifted sixty miles from his birth home to a village where he knows virtually no one? I persuaded him he’d grow to like it. The school would be an easy bus ride, unlike the two long Tube journeys he took to his London one, where, anyway, he wasn’t happy. And so two years ago, when he was fourteen, we moved into our small terraced house, just off the green. Two years. And even though I have Pete, I still feel an outsider here.


*


The train this morning is full of kids travelling to the private schools and colleges in Cambridge. They fill the space by the doors, laughing, showing each other their phones, talking about their latest Instagram posts and WhatsApp groups. I try to spot whether there are other loners, like Saul, but fail. The high-spirited youngsters get off at Cambridge Station and I manage to find a seat. The train passes between flat ploughed fields, flooded in places, glassy water throwing back reflections of trees turning red at the tips. Then the land begins to roll, green slopes dotted with redbrick villages, station signs – Hitchin, Stevenage, Welwyn Garden City. Within an hour we’re among the first trailing suburbs of North London. My mobile pings as we pass the Emirates Stadium. I hesitate, then check it anyway. As I feared, it’s a tweet from ‘the Stag’.


@Hollyseymore says yes, but who’d fuck her anyway? #sex #consent #feminazi


A troll, responding to the freshers’ workshops at my university on sexual consent. The students’ union set them up to tackle the increasing problem of ‘lad culture’ in the university. As one of the longer-standing members of staff, I’d been asked to help advise on the issues they wanted to address. The students had also discovered (thanks to Google) that I had volunteered for Rape Crisis many years ago as an ardent young student myself. In those days, I’d been unable to resist a cause or a protest, an opportunity to ‘reclaim the night’, or to argue for a ‘woman’s right to choose’.


The workshops, however, had raised heated debate. Some students questioned whether a half-hour discussion was the best way to teach young men that the absence of a ‘no’ does not equal consent. The students who most needed to think about it, the ‘lads’, probably wouldn’t attend the discussions anyway. Others were furious we considered workshops like this necessary. They found it patronizing. I wrote a piece for one of the broadsheets suggesting better sex education at school, particularly for boys, might be more effective than non-statutory meetings for students, but that given the status quo, consent workshops were the only way of tackling sexual harassment and the escalating problem of campus rape. I had been trolled on and off ever since.


The tweet leaves me shaken. The hatred in it. It’s just words, I tell myself. Ignore it. Which is ironic when words are my stock-in-trade.


*


When I emerge at King’s Cross, the rain’s stopped and London’s shining, wet pavements, glistening windows. I’m in good time, so I walk to the university, taking the streets of early Victorian terraces leading south from Euston Road, then right through an alley and past a block of 1950s council flats. This area of the city is quiet, just an old Bangladeshi man sweeping the pavement in front of his general store and a few people drinking coffee behind the steamed-up windows of one of those small independent Italian cafes that still exist away from the busier thoroughfares.


On the other side of Woburn Place, in Gordon Square, trees cast shifting shadows on the gravel paths that wind between the now ragged flowerbeds. The shrubs are laden with bright berries, the tall grasses are turning gold.


The surrounding townhouses have a proliferation of literary blue plaques. Christina Rossetti, Virginia Woolf, Vanessa Bell all lived here. Emmeline Pankhurst lived on the site of the Principal Hotel. I feel as if the square contains the spirits of those writers and feminist trailblazers. Archie used to tease, ‘You believe you’ll imbibe their talent by osmosis!’ He didn’t understand – how could he? – that it wasn’t as simple as that. I felt, still do, a connection with those women who loved the city the way I do.


Our plan back then was that he and I would take it in turns – Archie would earn the money as a lawyer so I could write in the gaps when Saul was at school. (‘One day, there’ll be a blue plaque outside your office,’ he joked. ‘Holly Seymore got the idea for A Stitch in Time as she drank her latte in this very building!’) Then, when I’d finished my PhD, which consisted partly of the novel I was working on, I would return to work as a course leader, on a better salary, so he could write his book.


Instead, abruptly widowed, I’d had to take a basic lecturer’s job, teaching undergraduates creative writing. It wasn’t quite the literary career I’d had in mind. But I still love working here, within sight of the British Museum and among the Georgian terraces, with their white stucco facades and black railings. And Archie was right: part of me did – still does – feel only good can come of working in the geographical slipstream of so much feminist thought and literary talent.


I cross Montague Street to the forecourt of the university, unlock my office. On my laptop, I click on the file marked, ‘Novel – A Stitch in Time.’ I had some idea, and it seemed so bright and alive at the time, of writing about two women, one in this area of London – Bloomsbury – in the interwar period, one now, linked by a single object – an inkwell – the contemporary one finds in her attic. After Archie died, however, the idea deflated like a balloon. I could no longer believe in it. I’ve barely looked at it since. Fifty thousand words gone to waste. Once I was bereaved, I lost the plot. Literally. I ought to bin it.


*


‘How do I get it published?’


Jerome, my first student of the morning, has written an experimental novel that omits the letter ‘e’. He is a blue-eyed hipster with a red beard and a flesh hole in his ear. His face is full of naive optimism. I hand the work I’ve marked back to him, and we talk about whether these kinds of constraints – lipograms, made popular by the Oulipo group – paradoxically give writers more freedom to be creative. I suppress the urge to tell him to write something a little more mainstream if he wants to sell his work. He has impressive self-confidence, arguing his case when I suggest that constraints like these shouldn’t be at the expense of story. He leaves full of the self-belief that will propel him through life even if his writing doesn’t.


Mei Lui’s a quiet, wan-looking second year whose skin I’ve always thought belies a poor diet or too many late nights. She’s written 60,000 words of a novel in which she describes a Vietnamese girl’s experiences working as an escort to pay for her degree in England. We discuss point of view and agree that the confessional tone lends itself to rewriting in the first person. As she leaves, she turns.


‘It is . . . semi-autobiographical,’ she says.


‘Ah. D’you want to talk about it?’


She shakes her head, embarrassed, and hurries away down the corridor. I’m about to call her back when Luma, our head of department, appears.


‘Holly. Hanya says she’ll chair the consent workshop scheduled for next Friday but she’d like you to check what she’s prepared.’


‘That’s fine. She could pop in at lunchtime.’


‘You been getting any more tweets?’


‘One or two,’ I say. ‘I’m ignoring them. It’s just some guy with a chip on his shoulder.’


‘Nasty, though. And I’m sorry they’ve targeted you.’


‘Better me than one of the students.’


‘You think so?’


‘There’s something particularly unpleasant about the anonymity of a Twitter troll. I’d hate to see students become victims. But I’ve a duty to help publicise their workshops. I’m not letting the Stag have his way!’


Luma steps into my office and closes the door behind her.


‘I’ve just had Giovanna in. She’s that first year – the talented one. Italian? Long dark hair? She spent the tutorial in tears. Turns out her boyfriend’s threatened to dump her if she won’t sleep with him. I suggested she attend one of Hanya’s sessions. She’s afraid he’s going to leave her. Which would be a blessing IMHO. She says she loves him. That he’s a genius. He’s writing something based on an idea of the Oulipo group, but he’s made her feel her writing’s rubbish.’


‘Not called Jerome, is he?’


‘How did you know?’


‘One of mine. Rather too confident if you ask me.’ We exchange a smile. ‘It’s he who should attend the session, not just Giovanna, but I can guarantee that won’t happen.’


‘I still wonder what makes these kids take writing degrees,’ she sighs. ‘What comment by some English teacher set them down a track that probably won’t go anywhere. So many of them are too young to take the knocks on the way.’


‘Dreams?’ I suggest. ‘The desire to make sense of a world that makes very little sense otherwise?’


The trouble with having lectured for so long in the same institution is we’ve seen it all before. The ones who are too young to cope, the mature men who believe they’re imbued with comedic genius, the experimental ones like Jerome who might or might not have the commitment to see it through. More often, sadly, not. Our students come with their writing but also a litany of other concerns. Almost all suffer from anxiety. Several have money worries. A few are struggling with gender identity. At times I feel treacherous that I’m earning a salary on the back of the belief that our students can and will make a living from writing, when I know how much they’re up against. And when I’ve failed to do so myself.


*


After a chat with Hanya about her screening for the next consent workshop, and delivering an afternoon lecture on Pillman’s ‘Lean and Mean’ theory (‘Pare your writing back until you can pare no further,’ I tell my earnest sea of young faces, wondering if I’m helping or hindering their creative flow), I walk back to King’s Cross. There’s the smell of crisp leaves, a sweeter tinge of smoking chestnuts, and the shops are filling with pumpkins. Autumn’s arrived. I pass the Friend at Hand, a pub Archie and I frequented, opposite the Horse Hospital. (Once used to stable sick horses, it’s now an arts venue.) The pub’s filling with post-work crowds; a glimpse through the doorway reveals pints on tables, candles guttering. I have a fleeting nostalgia for the days when I would have stepped inside, sat at one of those scrubbed wooden tables, drinking and chatting until late. As it is, however, I pick up balls of fresh mozzarella for Saul’s pizza and a jar of artichoke hearts from Carlo’s Italian deli, tucked away in a corner behind Marchmont Street, and walk on towards King’s Cross.


*


I’m back in the village just after seven.


‘D’you wanna cup of tea?’ Saul asks, leaping down the stairs as I get in the door.


‘You’re a sweetheart. That’s exactly what I want. How did you know?’


He shrugs and I want to hug him, tell him how he lifts my heart. How I love him more than words can say.


‘How was your day?’ I ask instead, pulling off my boots.


‘Shit.’


My mood dips.


He switches the kettle on, puts a teabag in a mug for me.


‘Not getting better?’


‘It was school. So what d’you expect? I don’t really want to talk about it now, Mum. What’s for supper?’


‘You OK with pizza? I’m off out tonight. With Jules.’


‘Sure. Pizza’s cool.’


‘The dough should be ready. Oh, and I got you some of that nice mozzarella from Carlo’s.’


‘You could’ve just got a bought one,’ Saul says, and I grin at him. He knows how I frown on shortcuts when it comes to food. When I’ve assembled Saul’s pizza and put it in the oven, I take my cup of tea upstairs. I’ve had a shower, changed into clean clothes, sprayed a bit of Coco Mademoiselle behind my ears and am putting my earrings in when Saul appears in my bedroom doorway.


‘I can’t get on the internet,’ he says. ‘Broadband’s down. That’s going to screw up my evening.’


‘Shouldn’t you spend it doing homework?’ I say to his reflection in the mirror.


‘It’s done.’


‘Saul, you can’t have done it in an hour.’


‘I’ll show you the essay I’ve written on An Inspector Calls if you like, but it’ll bore you to tears.’


I have to restrain myself from launching into a lecture about the nuances of the play, its subtle shift of blame for a woman’s suicide from one character to another to another until we realize everyone’s implicated.


‘It’s dumb we can’t get broadband,’ Saul growls.


‘Saul, we do have broadband. It’s just—’


‘It’s just it doesn’t work. What’s the point in living here? What’s the point in a fucking house with no broadband?’


It’s true our connection is erratic, and that neither Pete nor I have had time to sort it out.


‘You want me to do my homework, but half of it they put on the fucking website, and if I can’t go on it, how am I supposed to do it?’


Saul raises his iPad, knocking my bottle of perfume flying as he does so, narrowly missing my ear, and for a second looks as if he’s going to hurl it at the mirror.


‘Saul, watch it.’ He stops at the last minute, but not before my bedside lamp has tumbled sideways, smashing onto the floor. He’s only got to lift an arm these days and things go flying. He doesn’t realize how long his limbs have become.


‘I’m so bored! There’s nothing to do in this arsehole of a village.’


I take a deep breath. Saul’s mood swings are new. I know rationally they’re due to the massive hormonal changes he’s undergoing. Changes that mean he can’t cope the minute he’s overtired, bored or hungry. But when he’s in this state, my sweet boy seems possessed by someone else entirely.


‘Your pizza will be ready. Go and get it out of the oven.’


*


He’s playing some game on his phone, thumbing the screen, eating pizza with the other hand when I go down to him fifteen minutes later.


‘I was starving,’ he says without looking up.


‘Can’t you use your phone,’ I say, nodding at it, ‘if you must go online?’


‘Used up my data allowance.’


‘How about I ask Jules if you can use her internet round there? Then you could come over with me.’


He doesn’t reply.


‘Saul?’


‘I guess.’


*


‘Of course,’ Jules says. ‘Saul’s welcome. He can keep an eye on Saff at the same time. Rowan’s away and she’s objecting that she has to do her homework. Saul can be my security guard.’


I laugh, go back to Saul. ‘All sorted. Rowan’s away and Jules was worried about leaving Saffie so she’s thrilled to have you there.’


He glances up. ‘Why’s Jules worried about leaving Saffie?’


‘She’s been acting out lately. Finding her teenage feet. You can keep an eye on her. Make sure she doesn’t spend the whole evening on her computer.’


‘So Jules wants me to be, like, her minder?’


‘All you have to do is be there. She says Saff’s got homework to do. You can watch their home cinema. And they have everything – Netflix, Sky, the lot.’


*


It’s a twenty-minute walk to Jules’s house, across the green and down what Fenlanders call ‘the drove’.


‘They ain’t from round ’ere,’ Saul mimics as we pass the pub. ‘Them’s townies. Don’t trust ’em.’


‘You’ll find a lot of the pub clientele are commuters,’ I say. ‘Like me.’ He knows this, of course, but I’m trying to distract him from what I know is coming next.


‘Why did we have to move out of London?’


I glance at his bowed head. He kicks a stone along in front of him. I sigh. We’ve had this conversation so many times. ‘You weren’t that happy in London, if you remember, Saul. You hated your school.’ He doesn’t reply, and I don’t blame him: he’s not exactly happy here either. He was subjected to a lot of bullying at school when we first arrived, and even went through a stage of refusing to go at all. I try another tack. ‘You love the photography course at this school. They didn’t even offer that in London.’


‘It’s still all revision and exams for another whole year. It’s shit.’


‘And some of the kids on the green look . . . well . . . nice. Can’t you make friends with some of them? I don’t like to think of you being lonely. Being alone.’


‘ “No man is an island,” ’ Saul quotes, ‘ “entire of itself.” ’


I stop. Laugh.


‘Since when did you read Donne?’


‘Since . . . I dunno. Since I found the poetry book in the loo.’


‘That’s not technically a poem, you know.’ I’m delighted to discover Saul actually reads the books I leave on the bathroom shelf. ‘It’s what he called a “meditation”. He wrote it when he thought he was dying. He became obsessed with sin, and what might happen to him in the afterlife . . .’


‘Anyway’ – Saul senses another imminent lecture and diverts me – ‘I don’t want new friends.’


Having watched Saul on the green morning after morning, I know this isn’t true. I know he’s hoping someone will notice him standing there alone and invite him to join their group. But one of the edicts of good therapy, and therefore good parenting, Pete says, is to reflect back what your kid tells you. Not block it or deny it. I should echo Saul: So you don’t want new friends? Instead, the words burst out before I can stop them: ‘You need new friends. It’s not good for you to spend so much time on your own.’


‘You spend time on your own.’


‘That’s a choice.’


‘It’s a choice for me too.’


And now I do know I should stop.


*


We walk on in silence for a bit. Then Saul says, ‘At least the countryside here’s sick.’


Is he trying to placate me? It would be just like him. But he’s gazing up at the sky, which is crystal clear now the clouds of earlier have blown away.


‘You can see the Plough – look.’ He stops and points upward. ‘And that’s the Milky Way.’


I draw alongside him and look up. The air is sharp, the stars bright as pins in the dark sky. On cue, an owl hoots as if it’s conspiring to connect us to the countryside and we both laugh.


‘It’s another world here. I mean, I’d never seen swans’ nests or muntjacs before we moved. I’d never heard the word “drove” for a road, or “roddon”.’


‘Roddon?’


‘It’s a dried-up silt bank,’ he says. ‘Don’t you know? That’s the kind of shit they teach us at school here.’


‘Never heard of it.’


‘It’s mental. We could be in another country. Oh, stop looking so worried, Mother.’


‘Do I look worried?’


He mutters his reply and I have to ask him to repeat it.


‘I said, you look worried all the time.’


‘I’m fine,’ I tell him, hooking my arm through his. I’m surprised that he lets me, but then it is pitch-dark and there is no one else for miles around. ‘I’m fine if you are.’


‘I’m fine if you are,’ he says.


*


Jules’s house is the other side of the railway line, and overlooks the open countryside and the river. From her large picture window, you can just see the lock, and the bridge that crosses it, and miles of straight horizon. As Saul remarks, you could fit our house into theirs five times.


‘Rowan loves his extensions,’ Jules told me soon after they moved in. ‘He’s got a builder friend to construct a deck for us and he’s going to install a hot tub.’ They extended the kitchen too and had a Corian (‘It’s the new thing’) work surface put in, in Glacier White. Everything else they painted a fashionable pale grey.


In the summer, Jules and Rowan’s parties are legendary. They invite everyone, all the villagers, Jules’s staff from her shop and various franchises – she has a very successful business selling high-end children’s clothes – and Rowan’s golf club mates. They fill plastic buckets with ice and bottles of wine, and everyone lies on black rattan deckchairs under patio heaters and talks or dances until late. I imagine Saul will enjoy sitting in their big house, lounging on their enormous comfortable corner sofa, watching films on Netflix, once he’s finished whatever he wants to do on his iPad. Secretly I’m pleased, too, that he has agreed to come. I don’t like to think of him in his room on his own, evening after evening.


‘Saffie’s upstairs doing her homework. She might not come down at all,’ Jules tells Saul. ‘So you can hog the screen and help yourself to whatever you want from the fridge. Put your head round the door about ten and make sure she’s gone to bed, will you?’


Jules is wearing her black lace dress, and high suede heels. I wonder if I’m too casual in my jersey tunic over leggings and flat boots.


‘Holl, I poured you a G and T. And there’s beer in the fridge if you want it, Saul.’


‘Thanks, darling.’ I get the drinks from the side in the kitchen. Saul takes the beer I wave at him and levers off the top.


‘You’re looking very handsome, Saul,’ Jules says, standing at the mirror in the hall putting on her mascara. ‘You’re going to be a great asset in the shop once you start. How does the Saturday after next sound? That way, my present Saturday assistant, Hetty, can train you up before going off.’


Saul gives an awkward shrug and lets the hair flop over his face to cover his blush.


Saul’s very tall for his age. He had a premature growth spurt at twelve and it was like being catapulted into the body of an adult while he was still into doing magic tricks and coming into my bedroom at night when he had nightmares. He hates his height. I’ve told him one day he will appreciate being six foot, but he continues to see it as a terrible affliction where he’s exposed, where it’s impossible to hide. As a result, he’s crippled at times with shyness. He freezes like this every time he’s in a social situation. I want to tell him to relax, and other people that this gormless, gangly thing isn’t the real Saul. That the real Saul is affectionate, funny and considerate. I love Jules for offering him a job in her shop to ‘get him out there’, but I worry sometimes that he isn’t going to be up to it, that his poor social skills will let her down.


‘That’s great, Jules,’ I say when it becomes clear that Saul isn’t going to reply. ‘Let’s put the TV on,’ I chirp, and he follows me across Jules’s vast sitting room and slumps down on the sofa. He does look nice this evening, I notice, sipping my drink. He’s in a grey lambswool jumper I got him last Christmas, dark jeans and trainers that make his feet look huge. He’s getting a look of Archie about him. He’ll be just as good-looking once he emerges from the chrysalis of adolescence.


‘What time will you be back?’ he asks.


‘Not too late. Eleven? Eleven thirty? Jules?’


‘I guess.’


‘What’s the Wi-Fi password?’ he says.


‘You’ll have to ask Saff. Saffie!’ Jules shouts up the stairs. ‘We’re off. Can you come down? Saul needs the password for the Wi-Fi.’


My ‘odd daughter’ appears at the top of the stairs. When Jules and I became mothers – just three years apart – we bestowed upon one another the greatest honour of all: I asked her to be Saul’s honorary godmother and she asked the same of me for Saffie. Since neither of us was sure about our religious beliefs, we adopted the title ‘odd mother’.


Now, the change in Saffie almost knocks the breath from me. She’s become, overnight, it seems, a young woman. She’s in her school uniform, tie loosely knotted, her short skirt and tight black V-neck jumper hugging her newly curvaceous figure. She looks like Jules’s mini-me. She thumps down the stairs. She’s been trying on some smoky eye make-up and overdone it, and there’s a waft of sweet fruity perfume as she comes over to me for a hug. I feel a pang for her, remembering how excruciating it feels when you want to keep up with your peers who all seem to know how to dress, and how to be. When your body starts to gallop ahead of your mental age.


Saffie’s not so different to Saul in that regard, of course – it’s just that they have responded differently: Saffie’s accentuating her changes, whereas Saul is plain uncomfortable with his.


‘I’ve told you, Saffie, you’re not to wear all that make-up. You don’t need it,’ Jules says into the mirror.


‘I’m not,’ Saffie says, barely audibly.


‘But you are!’ Jules turns to me with a ‘what on earth do I do?’ gesture.


‘Leave her be,’ I mouth.


‘I’m not compared to what most of the girls wear at school,’ Saffie snaps. ‘I’ve toned it down like you said. But you just don’t notice. You just don’t notice anything.’


Saffie’s blushing under her veil of foundation. She doesn’t need lecturing in front of Saul and me.


‘You look gorgeous,’ I tell her. ‘You’re becoming a stunner, just like your mum.’ Saffie glances up at me, and the little girl she was last time I saw her emerges as she flashes a wide-eyed, grateful smile at me.


‘Flattery will get you everywhere,’ Jules says, winking at me.


I put my arm round Saffie and kiss the top of her head.


‘I thought you might like to come to the ballet with Freya and Thea and me again this Christmas, Saff.’ Freya and Thea are Pete’s girls – my stepdaughters. Freya and Saff are good friends. ‘The Nutcracker Suite. Shall I get you a ticket?’


‘Oh my God! I love the ballet!’ Saffie leans her head against my shoulder and I catch another blast of sickly perfume.


‘Saul won’t come, will you, Saul?’ I say. Saul goes a little pink and shakes his head, his hair swinging over his face.


‘It’ll be girls only, then, won’t it, Saff?’


She smiles up at me.


‘Right, we’re off, Saffie.’ Jules reaches out to kiss her daughter, but Saffie ducks away from her. She stomps into the sitting room and curls up a few chairs away from Saul. He barely lifts his eyebrows in greeting and I’m tempted to tell him to say hello, as if he were six years old. Saffie recites a password, letter by letter. Saul punches it wordlessly into his iPad. You would never know they virtually grew up together back in London, in the days before Jules moved. Saffie flicks on the TV and Saul fixes his eyes on his own personal screen.


‘No more than half an hour of that, Saffie,’ Jules says as we leave. ‘Then you’re to go and finish your homework.’


We leave them in silence and I follow Jules into the cold night air, where the taxi’s waiting.


*


‘You see?’ Jules says as we set off. ‘That’s what Saff’s like with me these days. Stroppy, rude and dressed like she’s going on twenty-one.’


‘She’s fine, Jules. Poor girl. Don’t you remember how it felt? Thirteen years old! She’ll be on an emotional rollercoaster.’


‘Try living with her,’ Jules says. ‘It’s more like the dodgems.’


I laugh.


The road ahead of us is slick with the rain that fell earlier, the headlights picking out the raised banks of ditches that separate us from the land beyond. Through the passenger window there’s an uninterrupted stretch of night sky and, far away on the flat horizon, a thin strip of orange lights. The only sign there is any human habitation out there at all.


‘Good day?’ Jules asks.


‘Apart from this blasted trolling. Which is getting worse.’


‘What are they saying now?’


‘That I’m a feminazi for helping with the consent workshops. That I say yes but no one would fuck me anyway.’


‘Nasty. D’you have any idea who it is?’


‘Impossible to know. I’m maintaining a dignified silence for the time being. I can’t abandon the workshops – they’re important. I can’t believe boys – men – think it’s OK to have sex with girls for a laugh. Or for kudos. And that girls need reminding that only “yes” means “yes”. You’d have thought the women’s movement never happened. All that marching to reclaim the night we did! All that shaving of heads and burning of bras our mothers did.’


I think about Saffie in her make-up and short skirt. ‘How is Saff? She’s grown up so much recently.’


‘Ha! You honestly wouldn’t believe the grief she’s been giving me this week. Throwing hissy fits about the slightest thing – usually to do with the way she’s dressing. Or wanting to stay and hang out with friends after school. And that’s not the half of it. Her moods! Slamming doors. Shouting. And it smells like a bloody fin de siècle bordello in her room! Plus she’s slapping on that make-up for school. She says all her friends do it. It’s such a fine line, letting her fit in and, on the other hand, attempting to preserve what’s left of her childhood.’


All of a sudden, my worries about Saul fade into insignificance. Dealing with a girl must be so much harder. The pressure they’re under from social media to look a certain way, versus giving them the confidence to believe they’re fine just the way they are.


Jules continues, ‘Meanwhile Rowan’s fixated on that show – what is it, Child Genius or something? Saff’s not got that kind of IQ. It’s unfair on her.’


‘He’s not the only dad to have aspirations for his kid.’


‘He’s got this crazy idea she’s Oxbridge material. He wants her to go to every extra lesson on offer. But the more he lays down the law, the stroppier she becomes. I tell him it causes her unnecessary stress, but he won’t listen.’


‘It’s tough, Jules, I can see that. Achieving the right balance. But you should be glad Saffie at least has a social life. I’d love it if Saul joined a crowd. Had a bit of fun. I worry he’s developing some kind of social phobia. That I shouldn’t have moved him out of London.’


‘That’s nuts, if I may say so,’ Jules says, as we draw into the pub car park.


‘Is it? He hasn’t any friends. It was understandable at first, when he was the “outsider” here, but it’s been two years and you’d have thought he’d have made at least one mate. I’m afraid there’s something else going on with him. That it could get worse. It’s such a worry having a child who’s a misfit . . .’


‘Saul’s not a misfit!’ Jules laughs. ‘That’s a ridiculous exaggeration. The way he is has nothing to do with moving here either. You mustn’t blame yourself. Saul lost his dad when he was ten. He’s getting used to your new relationship. He’s a sixteen-year-old struggling to find an identity, completely normal. He’ll be fine. I forbid you to worry about Saul anymore.’


‘Then you mustn’t worry about Saff.’


She puts her arm round me and kisses my cheek. ‘Try not to overthink. Saul’s lovely. He’s handsome and sweet and generous-hearted, as he always was. But he’s an adolescent, and we all know how tough that is, even for kids who haven’t been through what he has.’


It’s an unspoken rule that Jules and I stand up for the other’s child. Especially when we’re at our wits’ end with our own.


‘You matter too, you know,’ she adds, after we’ve paid the cab driver and are making our way across the pub car park to the entrance. ‘You need a night off.’


Jules waves, spotting Tess and five other women on the far side of the pub in an alcove. I recognize some of them from Jules’s parties or from around the village.


‘Sixteen, in the playground after the end-of-term disco,’ Donna Browne is saying. Jules and I drop into a space on the soft leather sofa. Donna’s the village GP. I’ve been to her for antibiotics, and she saw Saul about his school refusal when we first moved here, and when he was bullied.


‘I hope you won’t be vetting our units?’ I smile as she pours me a glass of Prosecco.


‘Ha! You’re all to behave yourselves while there’s a doctor in the house,’ she laughs. ‘I was just saying . . . my first time was with Paul Mayhew. I was sixteen.’


‘Paul Mayhew? Get you! The school heart-throb?’ Tess says.


‘Yes, but it was awkward and unpleasant. For both of us probably. We never spoke again. I often wonder if anyone had a good first shag.’


‘My first love was a boy called Jozef back in Poland,’ Jules says. ‘I was fifteen but totally and completely in love. We didn’t really know what we were doing, but we did it somehow. It was messy, let’s say. Then he buggered off with my best friend and there followed a series of disastrous one-night stands. Until I met Ro.’


‘I married my first love, of course,’ another woman says. Samantha. I remember meeting and liking her at one of Jules and Rowan’s parties. She’d asked me about applying for an English degree and I’d promised to email her the details, then completely forgotten.


‘We used to like the fact Harry was exactly twice my age,’ Samantha’s saying. ‘We were crazy about each other. Still are. And he’s nowhere near twice my age anymore. So numbers are arbitrary in the end.’


‘All the school mums fancy Harry Bell,’ says Tess. ‘We were green with envy when we found out you were together.’


‘Mr Bell? Oh! Your husband’s Saul’s form teacher?’ It all clicks into place.


Samantha grins, and flushes. ‘That’s the one.’


I’m only just fully appreciating what a very small world it is here.


‘So, come on, Fiona. How old were you?’


‘It was on my eighteenth birthday with my boyfriend. Bobby. Remember him? We were engaged. In my box room while my parents were out. I wasn’t ready. It hurt. We split up after that. My real sexual awakening came later. When I finally came out.’


‘Ooh, tell all.’


‘Another tale for another time,’ says Fiona, smiling and squeezing the hand of the woman next to her, whom I don’t recognize.


‘What about you, Holly?’ they all chorus. I knew this was coming. I could try to wriggle out of it, but the women are all looking at me expectantly, and so I say, ‘I’m afraid my story’s a bit tame. My first time was very lovely. And then I stayed with him.’


‘That’s good, though,’ Donna says.


‘What I want to know is, are you still together?’ Jenny asks me.


Jules fills in for me. ‘Holly’s widowed.’


There’s an awkward silence.


‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘Please. Archie died six years ago. I’ve met someone else now. And yes’ – I look around at the stunned faces – ‘the sex is also good. Don’t hate me!’


There’s a pause, and then a hesitant ripple of laughter.


‘Shall I get another bottle?’ I pick up the fizz that’s left, refill everyone’s glass and go to the bar for another. By the time I’ve returned, they’ve moved on and are discussing fundraising for a multi-sensory room that’s being built at the secondary school, planning an Auction of Promises in the Baptist Chapel Hall. Death, I’ve learned since I lost Archie, is always a far more awkward subject than sex.


*


‘I enjoyed that.’


We’ve called a taxi back to Jules’s house, later than we meant to. It’s nearly one by the time we stumble through Jules’s door. Jules says she’ll make me a camomile tea and disappears into the kitchen. Saul appears at the top of the stairs and comes down, clothes crumpled, hair dishevelled.


‘I thought I might as well go to bed,’ he snaps. ‘I didn’t realize you’d be all night.’


‘I’m sorry. I know we said elevenish. I thought you might have given up on me and gone home. We’d better go – you look shattered.’


‘I see you got through a couple of beers, Saul,’ Jules says, coming out of the kitchen with a mug in each hand.


He hangs his head.


‘Don’t look so worried. You know I like you to feel at home here. I made you a tea, Holl. You can’t go till you’ve drunk it.’ She kicks off her shoes and sways over to the sofa.


‘Saul’s exhausted. We should’ve got back earlier.’


‘Stay. Have a little nightcap – don’t be such a bore.’ She collapses onto her voluminous corner sofa, curling her feet in their glossy tights under her. An echo of her daughter earlier. ‘Did Saffie behave herself, Saul? I hope she wasn’t too late to bed. She tries it on, my daughter. Especially when her dad’s away. You have to be firm with her.’


I wonder if I imagine that Saul’s gone pink again.


‘I didn’t see her,’ he says, looking down so his hair falls over his face. ‘I left her to it.’


‘You’re a good boy,’ Jules says. ‘I’ve always loved you like my own son. You know that, don’t you, Saulie? Do you know, I was the first person ever to hold you? Before your own mother even?’ Jules’s words are slurring into one another. ‘Such a cute newborn, you were.’


Saul doesn’t know where to look at this. I sense his embarrassment, but Jules is too far gone to notice.


‘Come on, Saul,’ I say. ‘Let’s get back. We’re all in need of some sleep.’


*


‘How was it, then?’ I ask as we retrace our steps of earlier up the dark fen road.


‘What?’


‘Your evening?’


‘OK.’


‘Get on the internet OK?’


‘Yup.’


‘Eat anything?’


‘Nope. A few crisps.’


‘Talk to Saff?’


‘Why would I talk to Saffie?’


‘No reason. Just wondered if you two had anything in common these days.’


‘She’s thirteen,’ he says, as if this explains everything.


He won’t be drawn. I feel the familiar crushing in my chest. The anxiety that even after our chatty walk earlier, he’s still fundamentally unhappy – depressed even – and that there’s nothing I can do about it.


‘Saul,’ I say, when we’re home, and before he disappears into his room. But he’s gone, shutting his bedroom door behind him, shutting me out. ‘Night-night,’ I say, to the air.


*


It’s two weeks before I see Jules again and the weather’s turned warm and mellow. The train’s delayed so I’m running late for work. I take the Tube at King’s Cross and emerge into the bright sunshine of a golden autumn day in the midst of London with its bustle and life. I hurry past Russell Square Station’s garnet-coloured walls, and across the gardens. Everything’s gleaming. Silver water jets from the fountain, ebony railings, ivory terraces beyond. New shiny red Routemasters trundle past; amber sycamore leaves are strewn over the grass. Jewel colours. There’s a spring in my step. Pete’s course in Bristol finishes today, and it’s one of the weekends we have the girls.


Jerome comes back to me with his reworked story. He’s decided to use ‘e’s after all but to replace every noun with the seventh one after it in the dictionary. ‘Another constraint devised by the Oulipo group,’ he explains. I remember Luma telling me about his girlfriend, Giovanna, and as he leaves, I hand him a leaflet about the consent workshop scheduled for the afternoon. I watch him screw it up and toss it into a bin as he walks down the corridor.


Eleanora, who is seventy-three and taking her first degree, comes to me with her sci-fi novel. In it, people fire embryos to a planet that’s been identified as suitable for human habitation when ours is done for. Robots accompany them, programmed to nurture the babies to adulthood.


‘I’m trying to apply Pillman’s theory,’ she says. ‘It’s proving very difficult to achieve his economy.’


We discuss whether she can shorten her sentences, lose adverbs and still achieve what she wants to say. I love Eleanora’s writing, and tell her so. I don’t say that even she is going to find it hard to publish. After all, there’s always one who will surprise you.


At lunchtime, I grab a sandwich and a coffee from Kate’s Taxi Kiosk, eat it sitting on a bench in Russell Square. A man with a leaf blower is attempting to tidy golden leaves into heaps, which swirl into the air the minute he turns his back, somersaulting in the wind before freckling the grass again. I watch him repeat his task, blowing, gathering, turning to see his work undone. He doesn’t look frustrated. Perhaps the pleasure is in the task after all, rather than in the end result. Perhaps I shouldn’t worry so much about my students; perhaps the pleasure for them, too, is in the task of writing rather than the end result.


As I walk back along the English department corridor, I’m surprised to see someone outside my study. I have no more tutorials today, have been looking forward to some quiet time catching up on marking. I get nearer and see that it’s not one of my students at all but Jules. She’s huddled into her black coat on the chair I keep in the corridor for students waiting to see me.


‘What a nice surprise. You didn’t say you were in London today.’ I unlock my door.


She doesn’t return my smile. Her face is pasty, unusual for Jules, normally a picture of vitality. Her hair’s scraped hastily back, her eyes puffy, and she’s not wearing her usual make-up. A small shiver passes over me, barely perceptible, which I would later recall.


‘I had a couple of things to do in town,’ she says. ‘Thought I’d combine it with talking to you.’


‘Is there something wrong?’


She follows me into my room.


‘Let’s sit down and I’ll tell you.’


‘Would you prefer to go out somewhere? I’ve got a free couple of hours, and my office is a complete mess.’ I tuck Jerome’s assignment into my filing tray, drop my coffee cup into the recycling bin. ‘If you like, we could get a proper drink at Pied Bull Yard. I’ve designated the cafe there a UDP.’


Jules and I have our own code for places we rate: ‘Unique Drinking Points.’ We have particular requirements – they can’t be chains, have to be tucked away (so not many people know about them), must sell decent coffee if it’s daytime, wine if it’s night, and be quiet enough to hold a conversation. It helps, too, if they have an interesting history or location. So I expect Jules to relax, smile and agree. Instead, she says, ‘I’d prefer to talk in your study.’ She looks around. ‘It’s ages since I’ve been here.’


‘One of the perks of having worked here so long is they’ve finally given me a decent room. With a view of Senate House.’ I wave a hand at the grey facade of the tall art deco building that looms over ours. ‘I can’t decide whether I like it or not, though. Evelyn Waugh described it as “the vast bulk of London University insulting the autumnal sky”.’


‘It was the inspiration for the Ministry of Truth in 1984,’ Jules mutters, pipping me at my literary post – as usual. ‘Orwell’s wife worked there.’


‘Ha! There’s always a woman behind a genius idea.’ Again, I wait in vain for Jules to smile. When it becomes apparent she’s not going to, I sit down on my swivel chair and examine her crumpled face.


‘What is it, Jules?’ I ask at last.


She rests her elbows on her knees and bows her head. ‘This is difficult for me,’ she says. ‘I don’t know where to begin.’


For a second, I wonder if she’s come to tell me she and Rowan are splitting up. I lean forward, lift her hand, give it a squeeze.


‘I couldn’t bear to tell you over the phone,’ she says.


I reach for a box of tissues and pass it to her. I’m thinking, if Rowan has finally pushed her to her limits, it might be a good thing in the long run.


‘I’m here for you, Jules, whatever the problem – you know that.’


‘It’s not . . .’ she begins, then stops.


‘It’s not what?’


‘It’s not my problem. Not really.’ There’s a quake in her voice. ‘More, both of ours.’


‘You have to give me a clue here.’


‘I don’t know how to tell you. It’s to do with that night,’ she says. ‘When we left Saul with Saffie . . .’


‘When we went to the pub? Tess’s birthday night?’


‘I realize now it wasn’t appropriate to let Saul come. I should have listened to Rowan. And Saff, in fact.’


Something slams down inside me. Listened to Rowan. What’s Rowan been saying about Saul now? He once made some reference to Londoners bringing drugs into the idyllic enclave of his Fenland village. Which is nonsense – everyone knows drugs are as rife in small rural communities as urban ones. Anyway, Saul has shown no interest in drugs. If Saffie’s got hold of anything, it’ll be through some other channel. Not through Saul.


‘Saffie didn’t want me to tell you. But I decided you had to know. So we can deal with this together. You’re going to find it hard, Holly, but . . .’ She purses her lips, adjusts her position. London seems suddenly to have fallen silent, as if the city, too, is waiting for her to speak. ‘OK.’ She takes a breath. ‘There’s only one way I can say this.’ She looks up at me. ‘He raped her, Holly.’


‘What do you mean, “He raped her”? Who raped who?’


‘Saul raped Saffie.’


The ridiculousness of this almost makes me smile. It’s a cruel joke but one I guess might be interesting for Jules. Seeing how I’d respond after expressing my despair that male students, still, in the twenty-first century, believe it’s OK to sleep with unconsenting partners. After being trolled for speaking up for better sex education to protect young people.


‘Who told you this?’


‘Saffie, of course.’


‘Why?’


‘Why?’


‘Yes, I mean, why would she say such a thing?’


‘She hasn’t made it up, Holly. She gave me all the details.’


‘She said Saul raped her?’


Jules looks down at her fingers, weaved through each other on her lap. ‘She didn’t call it rape. But the things she described . . .’


‘What on earth did she describe?’ There’s something wrong here. It makes no sense.


Jules shifts in her chair. ‘She wasn’t going to say anything. But I insisted when I saw how distressed she was, this morning. It was so clear something was preying on her mind and she didn’t want to tell me. Didn’t want Saul in trouble. But apparently, he went up to her room when she was getting ready for bed. For which I blame myself. I told him to put his head round the door and check she’d gone to bed, didn’t I?’


I don’t know how to reply to this. Yes, Jules had asked him to check on Saffie, and presumably he had. But that doesn’t mean he would have gone into her room, or tried to touch her, or . . .


‘She was getting undressed. She’d left her door ajar and she thinks he’d been watching her. Then he came right into her room, and when she asked him to leave, he grabbed her. Said she was asking for it.’


‘Jules, those words aren’t Saul’s.’ My voice is calm. I’m in tutor mode and I’m dealing with this as I would with one of my students. Waiting for the emotion to settle so we can reach firm ground upon which to untangle the details of this ludicrous allegation. ‘He might have checked up on her, but Saul would never say a girl was “asking for it”. He lives with me, for goodness’ sake.’


‘It’s what he said.’


‘When did she tell you this?’


‘This morning.’


‘Just this morning? Why not that night? Why would she wait two weeks to tell you? If it’s true.’


Jules looks at me incredulously. ‘Holly, you know the reasons girls don’t cry rape better than anyone. She was afraid. Afraid of snitching on Saul. Or that I wouldn’t believe her. Or that I’d blame her. She’s been traumatized all this time and trying to carry on as normal. I feel awful that I didn’t bloody notice there was anything up. She’s been refusing her tea, which is very out of character. And looking exhausted. I put it down to those teenage mood swings, or PMT . . .’


I stare at my friend, letting her words sink in. She’s right, of course. I know the reasons women – girls – keep silent better than anyone. So I should believe what Jules is telling me. That’s the theory, though. Reality is different. Reality is always more slippery, more fuzzy-edged.


‘I’m at a complete loss, Holly. I don’t know what to do. Saff doesn’t want me to report it . . .’


‘Report it?’ I’m only slowly taking in what a serious allegation Saffie has made. How difficult it will be to disprove if she sticks to it. Though also, of course, as I know all too well from my Rape Crisis days, how difficult to prove. If Saul denies it. Which he will. Because he cannot have done this.


‘She begged me not to tell anyone. She didn’t want me to tell you. She wasn’t going to tell me, even. Poor child.’ Jules stops, takes a breath. ‘But she realized she had to, because an experience like that, an assault, it doesn’t just go away. As you know.’


‘Is she hurt?’ I ask quietly. ‘Is she bruised? Is there any evidence that she’s been assaulted?’


‘I didn’t want to say . . . but her period’s late.’


‘She’s not pregnant, is she?’


‘We don’t know yet.’


‘How late is it?’


‘Only a few days. But she’s terrified, of course. Distraught, in fact.’


‘Oh my God.’


‘Is that enough evidence for you?’


Yes, I should say. Yes, of course. If she’s pregnant. But even then we don’t know Saul’s responsible. It could be anyone.


I open my mouth to speak. Then stop. I can’t imagine the gauche Saffie I observed the other evening in a relationship. She’s still such a child, for goodness’ sake.


Jules goes on, ‘I’ve decided the best thing, the only thing, is to deal with this together. Without telling anyone else, as Saffie requested. So we have to talk to Saul. See what he has to say for himself.’


A ray of sun has highlighted, as if deliberately, the photo of Archie and Saul I keep on my desk, the one where Archie’s carrying Saul, aged about two, in a backpack up a hill in Scotland, both of them squinting with identical expressions into the camera.


‘We can’t do that. Saul’s not in any state at the moment to have things like this levelled at him,’ I say.


‘Holly! You talk to boys about this kind of behaviour all the time. Surely you aren’t afraid of asking your own son what he did to my daughter that night?’


‘Please don’t say “my daughter” and “your son” as if we barely know each other!’


A thick silence settles between us. The ray of sunlight on the photo flickers and fades, leaving us sitting in the dark shadow of Senate House. There’s the rumble of traffic outside. The chatter of students passing on the street below. From above, the plaintive, out-of-place squall of a seagull.


‘I’m not telling Saul Saffie’s accused him of the vilest act imaginable when he’s got so much on his plate right now. It’ll ruin his life at school and in the village forever. Knowing she’s saying things like that about him . . . he’ll go under.’


‘You’re saying you’re going to ignore it?’


‘I’m saying you should question whether Saffie’s telling the whole story. Saul’s an easy target. Everyone at that school’s got it in for him. The kids bullied him mercilessly in year nine . . . don’t you remember? He refused to go to school at all because of it; Donna said he’d developed school phobia as a result.’


‘That has nothing to do with this.’


‘But this is Saffie and Saul we’re talking about. You don’t believe Saul would risk something like that, even if he had it in him? In your house, while you and I were out together and could have come in at any time? You know him. Think about it.’


‘Guys in that state don’t do a risk assessment.’


‘In that state? Who exactly do you think Saul is?’


Out of the blue the image comes to me, Saul wielding his iPad when I was getting ready to go out that evening. The fleeting fear that he’d turned into someone else entirely in a matter of seconds. It’s happened a few times lately. But only when he’s been tired after school, or hungry, and the moods recede as quickly as they come. It doesn’t make him violent. It doesn’t make him capable of rape.


‘Have you forgotten the poster on your wall when we were students?’ Jules asks. ‘Every man is a potential rapist.’


I can’t believe how clipped my voice sounds, even to me, when I reply, ‘Except my son.’


Now Jules’s face darkens. ‘You have to believe this, Holly. You might not like to think Saul has it in him, but you yourself called him a misfit. Well, you were right. He’s been in dire need of serious help for some time now, and you’ve done nothing to sort him out.’ These words explode from my friend’s, Saul’s odd mother’s, mouth as if they aren’t new thoughts but ones she’s been waiting to vent for months.


I begin to tremble. For a few moments I can’t speak. Only the other night, when I expressed my concerns about Saul, she was telling me not to worry about him. That he was a normal, healthy adolescent boy. Only the other night she was telling him to his face how much she loved him. As I stare at Jules, her hands in her lap, her blonde hair pinned up, her face with its high cheekbones, her narrow, knowing eyes, I see Saffie curled on the sofa in front of Saul with her make-up and too-tight jumper.


If we’re going to start casting aspersions about our parenting, I can play at that game. Only a few weeks ago, Jules had discovered a cache of expensive cosmetics in Saffie’s room, but found it impossible to prise the truth out of her daughter. In the end, she’d called me in to talk to Saffie, and we learned she’d been shoplifting with one of her friends for weeks.


I try to stop the next words coming out of my mouth. Jules is the person who has accompanied me through life since university, through the birth of my son and the death of my husband. I love her – and Saffie – more than any other friends in the world, and if I say the words that are on the tip of my tongue, I risk losing them both. But what she’s just said about Saul has punched the breath from me.


‘I think you need to take a closer look at what’s going on with Saffie,’ I say. ‘Who she’s mixing with. Because she’s turning into a devious little troublemaker.’


*


Jules and I got to know each other back to front. It was one of the things we both joked about way back when we were students: I first met her as she emerged from her bedroom in our tiny university flat in her pyjamas, before I’d ever seen her dressed. I’d made her a herbal tea to ease her through a chronic hangover.


‘Don’t you break the shells first?’ she asked, coming into the kitchen, where I was boiling us eggs.


‘That’s poached. You don’t know how to boil an egg?’


She’d never learned to cook, had lived mainly off microwave meals since she was a child. She thought you added pesto to spaghetti water, so I showed her how to make pasta and pesto too. In turn Jules taught me how to blow-dry my hair, and how to apply eyeliner so it flicked up at the edges. I held her fringe away from her face as she threw up into the sink after another night of too much cheap Chardonnay, before I knew her Polish parents had split up and that she’d come to live with her mum and an older brother in England at sixteen. We learned each other’s domestic habits (she chucked tins into the bin without washing them, while I rinsed them out for the recycling; she stocked up on essentials, while I liked to live hand to mouth) before we knew the courses we’d picked.


Jules was upbeat, positive and open, always telling me what was going through her mind, while she said I was empathetic, that she could tell me anything. At times, she drove me mad. She was vainer than me and fussed about her clothes and which shoes to wear. Her love life was of eternal interest to her whether I wanted to hear it or not. She was pernickety about money, never spending a penny over whatever she owed for our kitty, while I would happily assume it would all even out in the end. And yet, despite our differences, we were hardly ever apart. Living together from the start meant that there were no demons to uncover. And so we flat-shared throughout our university years.


People commented that we were opposites: blonde, pretty Jules who liked heels and full make-up when she went out, and shy me, with the floppy brown hair that refused to be coerced into anything other than a straight bob even after Jules’s blow-drying lessons, uncomfortable in anything other than black jeans, black T-shirt and DMs. Even our degrees were miles apart. She took business studies, while I took English literature.
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