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ONE


Heddy Partridge was never my friend. I have to start with 

that.


Heddy Partridge was never my friend because I was pretty, 

popular, clever and blonde and my friends were pretty, popular, 

clever and generally blonde, too.


Heddy Partridge was none of these things.


Heddy was dark and lumpen, with heavy eyebrows and 

an unfortunately large mole on her left cheek, right below 

her eye. Heddy wasn’t popular. In fact I couldn’t tell you 

who her friends were at school, but I certainly wasn’t one 

of them, even though she was always there in my life like a 

misplaced shadow, a stain, a sort of negative of myself, until 

we were streamed in the third year of senior school and I 

was put in the top stream and Heddy in the bottom, confirming 

her as thick and finally shunting her out of my life, to be 

more or less forgotten, until now.





When the phone rings I am distracted, caught off-guard.


It’s a hot afternoon in May. Arianne is in the garden with 

her little friend Molly and Molly’s mother, Belinda, and I’m on 

my way indoors to fetch cold drinks. Soon it will be time to 

collect Thomas from school. I snatch up the phone when it

starts ringing and this rusty voice crackles down the line saying, 

‘Laura Cresswell? Can I speak to Laura Cresswell, please?’


‘It’s Laura Hamley,’ I say automatically, stuffing the phone 

between my chin and my ear, and holding it there with my 

shoulder while I carry on into the kitchen, ‘speaking.’


‘Yes, dear,’ this tired voice comes back at me while I take 

glasses down from one cupboard and plastic cups from another, 

‘of course it is, dear.’ There’s a pause then, and I get the 

strangest sense of relief coming down the phone; that gets my 

attention far more than the use of my maiden name. In the 

garden the girls are singing ‘Le Chat à la Promenade’ at full 

volume, with Belinda leading the way. I move away from 

the window, away from the noise, and that thin voice says in 

my ear, ‘It’s Mrs Partridge here, dear. Helen Partridge’s 

mother. You remember me, don’t you, dear? You remember 

Helen.’


Oh, I remember Helen all right. I remember Heddy.


Memory comes rushing back – dormant, never gone. I 

stand in my kitchen with my phone against my ear, waiting 

to be accused.


‘I got your number from your mother,’ Mrs Partridge says, 

‘before she moved. She said you were living in Ashton, now. 

It’s nice to keep in touch, I said to her. Your family were 

always very kind to us. It’d be nice for Heddy, you know, to 

hear from you. You were such good friends, once.’


She’s lying, saying that. Oh, my family was nice to her family 

all right, but Heddy and I were never friends. She breaks off 

again, and the heat is burning in my face. There’s want in her 

voice, though she isn’t getting to the point. I can hear that want 

in every word. Though what it could possibly be that Mrs 

Partridge wants from me, now, after all this time, I cannot 

imagine.


They’ve stopped singing outside. It’s nearly a quarter to 

three and Belinda is calling through the kitchen window, ‘Do 

you need a hand in there, Laura?’ I can see her face through 

the glass, distorted by the sunlight, looming.


‘It’s lovely to hear from you, Mrs Partridge,’ I lie into the 

phone, ‘but I’m really sorry, I can’t talk now. I was just on 

my way out.’


‘Can I call you back then?’ she asks quickly. ‘Later?’


‘Yes, yes, of course,’ I say as I take water from the fridge, 

and orange juice, and start pouring.


‘This evening?’ she persists. ‘Would that be convenient? 

Say half-past seven?’





When I walk back through the conservatory and out into the 

garden, carrying my tray of drinks, Belinda is singing another 

song, French again. ‘Frère Jacques’ this time. She knows all 

the words, and the actions to go with them too. And she’s 

teaching them to the girls, moving her mouth and arms in 

this ridiculously exaggerated way. She’s kicked her shoes off 

and she’s crouching down at their level, bare toes spreading 

into the grass. She squats the way they show you to squat at 

antenatal classes, legs open, like she’s about to give birth. In 

between gestures she plants her hands on her thighs, for added 

balance, and bobs up and down slightly, like a toad. Her 

trousers have scooped down at the back, revealing an expanse 

of white skin and the top of her blue-grey pants. I can’t 

help noticing the label sticking out over the elastic: M&S 

size 16.


In my head I join in with the other version, the school-dinner 

chant of:





Mashed potato, mashed potato, 


Soggy peas, soggy peas, 


Sloppy semolina, sloppy semolina, 


No more, please.





I think maybe I’ll tell Arianne my version later; she’ll like 

that. I especially think she’ll like that when I see her poor 

little face peering at me over Belinda’s shoulder. Molly is 

doing so well, earning big nods of approval from her mother, 

but Arianne looks totally bemused; one hand is up by her 

face, two fingers up her nose and one in her mouth. With 

the other hand she half-heartedly tries to join in with the 

actions, and gets it wrong.


‘Drinks, girls,’ I say, putting Arianne out of her misery, 

and Belinda turns to look up at me, pushing her bobbed hair 

back behind her ears.


‘You should send her to French classes,’ Belinda says, 

sitting back on the grass and stretching out her legs. She 

has very short toes, attached to very short feet; I try not to 

notice as she wiggles them shamelessly. She is badly in need 

of a pedicure. ‘Molly goes every Tuesday, after Tumbletots,’ 

she says all enthusiastically. ‘It’s amazing how quickly they 

learn, at this age. Josie Hall’s sending Katie; they’re bringing 

her up bilingual. They’re teaching her the French word for 

everything, as well as the English. Isn’t that such a good 

idea? She’ll have such a head-start when she goes to school.’ 

She takes the glass that I hand her and gulps down her 

drink. ‘Of course they’re a bit worried because she’s still 

not talking yet, but they’re getting her seen by a speech 

therapist. And Josie says Katie loves it when they talk 

French to her.’





*





Later, when she is still warm and damp from the bath, I wrap 

Arianne up in her fluffy white towel and curl her up on my 

lap like a baby. The ends of her hair are wet from the bubbles. 

Gently I rub at them with the edge of the towel and watch 

the curls spring back. Holding her like this is such a joy. I 

can never do this with Thomas, he’d wriggle and squirm and 

escape, always off somewhere, always busy.


‘Mummy,’ Arianne says suddenly, snuggling deeper into 

my arms, ‘why does Molly’s mummy sing strange songs?’


‘They’re French songs.’ I press my face against her hair 

and breathe her in; she smells of heaven.


‘What’s French songs?’


‘Songs people sing in France,’ I say.


She turns in my arms and looks at me, a little frown 

creasing her forehead. ‘Are we in France?’


I laugh. ‘No, darling, we’re not.’


That little frown gets deeper. ‘Is Molly in France?’


‘No, darling, she isn’t. Nor is her mother.’


‘Then why do they sing French songs?’


‘I don’t know, darling,’ I say and pop a kiss onto her 

serious little face. ‘I don’t know.’


No wonder poor Katie Hall has got delayed speech. The 

poor child is probably totally confused. Bilingual, indeed! 

Non-lingual is more like it.


I slide Arianne off my knee and start putting her into her 

pyjamas. ‘Listen,’ I say. ‘I know some funny words to that song.’


Soon she’s running round her room singing, ‘Mashed potato, 

mashed potato, soggy peas,’ and Thomas comes bounding in 

wearing nothing but his Bob the Builder pyjama top, and 

joins in.


‘Soppy Semolina, Soppy Semolina . . . Who’s Semolina?’ 

Arianne asks.


‘It’s sloppy semolina,’ I say. ‘School dinners.’


‘Argh!’ Thomas clutches at his throat and falls to the floor, 

dead. ‘School dinners – argh!’





I think Mrs Partridge won’t call back, but she does, at bang 

on seven-thirty. This time she’s concise, to the point. I have 

the feeling that she’s been there all afternoon, by the phone, 

waiting until the allotted hour.


‘It’s about poor Heddy,’ she says. ‘You know she hasn’t 

been well. Your mother would have told you . . . I often used 

to see your mother down the High Street, before she and 

your father moved away. She always asked after poor Heddy, 

she was always so kind. So kind to take an interest.’ I can’t 

remember what my mother may or may not have told me 

about Heddy Partridge over the years; whatever she said 

would have gone in one ear and out the other, not interesting 

me. Not relevant any more. ‘She’s not been well at all, 

dear, Heddy hasn’t. She’s in the hospital now, in St Anne’s, 

out past Hounslow. You know it, don’t you, dear? St Anne’s? 

They have a unit there. That’s where Heddy is, in the unit. 

They’re keeping her there. I have the boy, Nathan, staying 

with me now. I had them both staying with me till all this 

. . . And glad to have them with me too, I am. I do my best 

for poor Heddy, but . . . It isn’t right that they’re keeping 

her there. It isn’t doing her any good. She isn’t getting any 

better . . .’


Her voice starts to crackle and she breaks off on a cough. 

I have to say something, but all I can manage is platitudes. 

‘That’s terrible, Mrs Partridge,’ I say, ‘I am sorry.’ It’s kind 

of disturbing the way she assumes I’d already know all this.


When she speaks again her voice is clearer, bolder. ‘I need 

to get her out, dear,’ she says, and suddenly I know where

this is going. ‘She needs to be home, with me, and with 

Nathan. Your mother told me how well you were doing, 

living in Ashton now, and your husband being a solicitor. 

And she said to me before she moved, she said that I could 

call on you if ever I needed any help, dear. She gave me your 

number. This number and your mobile number as well, dear. 

So kind.’ She falters a little now, and no wonder. ‘So that’s 

why I’m calling you, dear,’ she says as if I hadn’t got the 

message. ‘I need your help.’


I feel a hard knot of anger tightening up in my stomach. 

But who is it that I should be angry with? Mrs Partridge 

for phoning me up out of the blue like this, or my mum, for 

telling her to? I can just picture it: my mum and Mrs Partridge 

in Forbury High Street. And my mum doing her Lady Bountiful 

act, for the benefit of passers-by. I picture her hunting in her 

bag for a pen and a scrap of paper, and scribbling down 

both my phone numbers and pressing the paper into Mrs 

Partridge’s hand. Do call Laura if you need anything.


I picture this, and the knot tightens.


But even so, it was just a throwaway line, surely? Surely 

my mum didn’t mean it? And what business has she got, 

giving out my mobile number to anyone, let alone Mrs 

Partridge? She could ring any time. She could ring when I’m 

in yoga, for God’s sake.


I feel myself trapped; cornered and exposed.


‘Mrs Partridge,’ I say, ‘I am sorry to hear about Heddy. 

But I really don’t see that there’s much I can do.’


‘But your husband, dear. I thought if you spoke to him.’


‘James is a property lawyer, Mrs Partridge. He doesn’t 

know anything about hospitals.’


‘He’ll know about the law, though. He’ll know about 

rights.’ I hear the plea of desperation in her voice, driving

her on. ‘Perhaps if you’d just speak to him, dear—’


‘Really, Mrs Partridge, I don’t think he’ll be much help.’


‘But perhaps you’d ask him. And if I was to phone you 

again in a day or two . . .’


‘The thing is, Mrs Partridge, James is really busy at the 

moment. We both are.’ I say this, but then the silence on 

the other end of the phone has me adding, ‘But I will try.’


‘You’ll speak to him?’


‘I’ll do my best.’


I know I won’t, though. Oh, I might mention it to James 

in passing, but it won’t make any difference. I doubt if he’d 

know any more about hospitalization and patients’ rights 

than I do. He doesn’t have a magic wand that he can wave 

at every turn, dispensing legal advice like fairy dust. And more 

to the point, he doesn’t have the time. ‘Tell her to go to the 

Citizens Advice Bureau,’ he’d say, ‘or to her local solicitors.’


It used to happen all the time, people badgering him for 

advice over things like parking-ticket disputes or bothersome 

neighbours, especially when he was newly qualified. We’d go 

to dinner parties and as soon as people found out he was 

a lawyer, there’d always be someone bombarding him with 

their problems, or trying to catch him out with a trick 

question.


Of course it doesn’t happen much any more. These days 

when we go to dinner parties the other guests are mostly 

lawyers, and wives of lawyers, or bankers, and wives of 

bankers. It’s like a club we’ve sold up into. People like us, 

James said when we were thinking of buying this house. 

People like us live here.


And Mrs Partridge and Heddy, they are from a different 

world.





*





This is the quiet hour, before James comes home.


The children are in bed; the house is silent and the supper 

prepared. Normally I’d pour myself a glass of wine and curl 

up on the sofa and read for a while, cherishing the peace. 

But tonight I have no peace because Mrs Partridge has broken 

it. Mrs Partridge is in my head and Heddy Partridge is back 

in my life.


Helen Audrey Partridge. There, the girl is so under my 

skin that I can even remember her middle name. I can remember 

some moment from the juniors, years ago, when we 

all had to tell our middle names, and God help you if yours 

was something weird, something old-fashioned, named after 

a grandmother or something awful. God help you then, and 

God help Heddy. Hers wasn’t the worst by any means, but 

it got the loudest laugh, the longest laugh.


Heddy Audrey Partridge. God knows why they called her 

Heddy instead of Helen, but everyone did. I can picture us 

all now, standing in the playground in a synchronized circle 

with Heddy in the middle, and reciting so carefully, so slowly, 

with all the movements perfectly timed:





I tells (touch the eye, touch the mouth) 


Heddy (point to the head, of course) 


Smells (hold the nose, wave away that stink).





I was the genius who worked out that little rhyme, and 

how clever we all thought I was. I remember Heddy standing 

there and letting us sing this to her. I remember her bashful 

face, her hating it and loving it – loving the attention, however 

absurd.


I wasn’t cruel. God, I hope I wasn’t cruel. I was a child.


She smelled of digestive biscuits. I said this to my friend,

when we were tiny still, back in the infants, and she said it 

was because Heddy weed in her bed every night, and never 

changed the sheets.


‘Then how do they dry?’ I asked, and I wondered if it was 

true. I wondered it every time I was near her and smelled 

that smell. Nobody ever stood very close to Heddy in assembly.


‘Heddy P smells of wee,’ my friend said, and soon the boys 

started saying it too, and they went on saying it, right through 

the juniors.


Heddy Audrey Partridge. Pant-wetter extraordinaire. God, 

I could tell you a million things about that girl, but the thing 

that sticks in my mind most of all – the thing that makes 

me loathe her above all else – is the time she pissed herself 

at ballet. When I think of Heddy, I think of that. I see her 

plump body with its round belly and its mini-breasts, stuffed 

into her leotard and tights. I see her lumbering along behind 

the rest of us, slower than the rest of us. I see her getting 

her steps wrong and Madame getting impatient with her 

again. I hear Madame saying, ‘Come on, come on, please try, 

Helen. We are a nymph, not a nincompoop . . .’


Then we were in our circle and Heddy was all over the 

place, feet everywhere, and Madame was getting crosser and 

crosser, and Heddy was getting clumsier and clumsier. Suddenly 

there was the sound of water hitting the floor, and we 

all looked at Heddy and there she was, standing with her 

feet somewhere between fourth and fifth position, with a 

stream of pee pouring down between her legs. She pissed like 

an elephant. Loads of it, coming straight down, while we 

all stopped our steps and watched, transfixed, horrified. 

I remember the embarrassment, turning my insides over. I 

remember Heddy’s face, moon-shaped and blank, her eyes 

both bright and empty, like a rabbit’s.


We were ten years old.


On and on it went, and we couldn’t do anything until it 

stopped. Even Madame was caught in stone, her ceaseless 

instructions suspended. It started spreading out across the 

floor. The girl next to Heddy had to quickly move away and 

someone giggled. Madame regained her control, said Okay, 

girls, class is nearly over and carried on with her one two 

three, one two threes. We moved our feet and our arms, but 

we were all looking at Heddy. I was looking at Heddy, and 

I was feeling a loathing so strong that it shocked me. She 

stood still, feet planted in her puddle, with the wet patch 

visible on her leotard, a dark triangle at the top of her fat, 

wet thighs.


You could see the look of relief on Madame’s face when 

she could dismiss us at last, and then the whispering started. 

Our coats were at the back of the hall, hanging up on pegs. 

Heddy’s was an anorak. She put it on and it only just covered 

her bottom. Then she stood there looking back across the 

hall at the trail of footprints she’d left, and she waited for 

me.


‘Pull your coat down,’ I snapped as she got into the 

back of my dad’s car. ‘And make sure you’re sitting on it.’ I 

noticed exactly how much of her was covered by that anorak 

and exactly how much of her horrible self was in contact 

with the seat of the car, and I swore I would never, ever sit 

on that side again – not ever.





I hated that we had to give Heddy a lift to ballet, and to 

Brownies too. I wouldn’t have minded so much if it had been 

Melissa or Claire, but why Heddy?


‘Because she wouldn’t be able to go if she didn’t have a 

lift,’ my dad would answer, irritated, for the umpteenth time.


Well, good, I’d think. I didn’t want her at ballet or 

Brownies. I didn’t want her always there, following along 

behind me like a lost dog. It was embarrassing. People might 

start thinking I was her friend. Just to make sure they didn’t, 

I’d leap out of the car before Heddy, leaving her to say 

goodbye to my dad and shut the door, and I’d run on in to 

the Brownie hut or the village hall where we did ballet, and 

I’d ignore her for the whole time we were there. Pointedly. 

One hour at ballet on Saturday afternoons. One and a half 

hours at Brownies on Thursday nights. I’d see her standing 

on her own with her long, dopey face and I’d dismiss her; I 

was too cross with her to care. And when it was time to go 

home again she’d annoy me even more, hanging around me 

when I just wanted to chat with my friends and say goodbye.


I didn’t see why we had to give Heddy a lift at all. I didn’t 

see why we had to even know the Partridges. But my mum 

said that Mr and Mrs Partridge had always lived in Forbury 

and that Mrs Partridge had done a lot to help other people 

when she was younger, looking after other people’s children 

and calling on the old people, that sort of thing, and now 

Mrs Partridge herself was in need of a bit of help. ‘And I 

really don’t think it’s too much to ask that you try to be nice 

to poor Heddy Partridge, either,’ she said, yet again.


Once, I dared say that it was too much to ask. ‘But I don’t 

like her,’ I wailed. ‘She’s stupid and she smells.’


My mum flinched, visibly. And for a second I thought I 

saw something like pity flash across her face, and I thought 

that maybe I was getting somewhere, because I thought that 

pity was for me. But then she trussed her face back up into 

its usual sanctimonious mask, closed the kitchen door so that 

my dad wouldn’t hear and hissed at me, ‘A long time ago 

Mr Partridge used to work for your father sometimes, fitting

carpets. Well, for Grampy, really. Grampy was still in charge 

then. Your father was in the office, but it was still Grampy’s 

business.’ She spoke fast, as if she wanted to tell me and 

didn’t want to tell me. And she stared at me, hard – like I 

was supposed to have a clue what she was going on about. 

On her cheeks there were red mottled splodges of anger. ‘Mr 

Partridge was a good and loyal worker,’ she snapped. ‘And 

I really think that the least we can do is give that poor girl 

a lift sometimes.’


As if that was answer enough – which to me, when I was 

only eight or nine or whatever I was, it wasn’t.





We used to own Forbury Floors, in the High Street. It was 

a family business; my grandfather set it up and then my dad 

took it over.


God knows what Grampy would say if he could see it 

now; it’s a pizza takeaway. My dad sold up, before they went 

to Devon. I don’t think he got all that much for it in the 

end; that’s partly why they had to downsize. Though my 

mum would die rather than ever admit that, of course.





The Partridges lived near us, in the little road that separated 

our road from the council estate; Tin Town, we all called the 

estate, because the council houses were prefabs, slapped up 

after the Second World War. Heddy didn’t live in a prefab, 

she lived in one of only two tiny cottages on their own, the 

only two houses in her street. Next to them was open space 

and overgrown bushes backing onto the reservoir, wasteland, 

fenced off, and next to that was Tin Town. Fairview Lane, 

Heddy’s road was called, which is ironic, because there was 

nothing very fair about the view from her house.


She was never ready when we picked her up. We’d always

have to park up outside her house and my dad would send 

me to call for her, and I’d have to run up the pathway to 

her door while the dogs next door barked at me. They had 

a bell that chimed the first three notes of the national anthem, 

and those long, multicoloured plastic strips hanging down, 

just inside the door, like a curtain. Heddy’s mother or her 

stupid lump of a brother would open the door and I’d have 

to go inside, and those strips would smack me in the face as 

I parted my way through them.


The house always smelled of eggs and the fat they were 

fried in. Heddy was never ready; she was always upstairs, 

hunting for a shoe or her scarf or something, and I’d have 

to go into the living room and wait while Mrs Partridge 

yelled up the stairs for Heddy to hurry up, as Heddy’s brother 

slouched on the sofa and stared at me. They always had the 

TV on too loud and the gas fire up too high, for the benefit 

of Mr Partridge, who’d had to give up work because of his 

chest and now sat all the time in his chair, getting smaller 

and paler and more and more deaf. He died not long after 

we started at secondary school. My parents went to his funeral. 

And I remember looking at Heddy soon after, to see if she 

looked any different. She didn’t. She looked just as dopey as 

ever.


Fleetingly I imagined how I would feel if my dad died, 

and panic spread across my chest – cold, terrifying. But it 

wasn’t the same. You couldn’t attribute the same feelings to 

Heddy.


And now poor Heddy is in a mental hospital, closed in, 

spent out.


It would seem that poor Heddy did have some feelings 

after all.




 





TWO


The next day I take Thomas to school and head straight on 

to nursery with Arianne. Tuesday mornings are always a 

rush; I’ve a yoga class at nine-thirty and the traffic is usually 

dreadful first thing.


The nursery is run by Carole, in a huge old house in 

Gloucester Road. It’s actually called Les Petits Génies – 

there’s a big sign out the front with the letters all in bright 

colours – but you feel just a tiny bit self-conscious saying 

that all the time, so we tend to just call it nursery or Carole’s. 

Everyone in Ashton wants to send their children here, but 

only some are successful. There’s a waiting list like you 

wouldn’t believe, and then there’s the interview to pass. I did 

hear a rumour that Carole is thinking of setting an entrance 

exam, which has got to be the world gone mad, though I 

wouldn’t say that to my friends, of course. Nor they to me. 

Just like no one says it’s madness to send three-year-olds 

home with homework every week, and to grade them at the 

end of term.


No, we don’t say anything because we are the lucky ones, 

and everyone else can see our little darlings with their Petits 

Génies purple book bags and know that we are the lucky 

ones. As in all areas of life, it is better to be in than out. So

Arianne is in, on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays, nine-fifteen 

until two with a good lunch included, and the odd 

extra hour here and there. Carole is flexible like that. With 

the fees she charges, she can afford to be.


Carole is marvellous; we say that to each other often, 

Penny, Tasha, Liz and I. Marvellous; the children are getting 

such a good start.


Penny pulls up outside Carole’s in her Land Rover with 

Sam in the back, just as I’m pulling away. I honk my horn 

to get her attention. ‘Speak to you later,’ we both mouth 

simultaneously at each other through our windscreens as I 

drive past.


The traffic isn’t too bad on the back roads, but once I’m 

up on the High Street I get stuck in the queue for the lights. 

It’s always the same here. It can take ten minutes sometimes 

just to clear the lights. You’d be better off walking, if you 

had the time. I check my mirrors for police cars and phone 

Liz on my mobile to see if we can put coffee back half an 

hour, because I’m going to have to dash into town straight 

after yoga to get the stuff for Thomas’s book-week outfit.


As it is, I still end up running late. There’s a bit of a furore 

after the class because one of the women is thinking of 

buying a bread-making machine and isn’t sure which sort 

would be best. Should she go for the top-of-the-range deluxe 

model with slow-bake and fast-bake, simulated kneading 

facility, plus an option for muffins and buns? Or should she 

go for the slightly smaller model, which doesn’t do the muffins 

and buns, but does come in a stainless-steel finish and would 

therefore sit so well in her kitchen?


Honestly, you’d think she’d said she was planning to take 

a lover, the way the others react. Bags are dropped and sweatshirts 

and jackets abandoned half-put-on as they clamour

around, almost shouting over each other in their efforts to 

get their recommendations heard.


Selina says get the top-of-the-range, definitely; you never 

know when muffins and buns might be needed.


Felicity says it’s the bread that matters, not the buns. And 

so a debate ensues: do we want buns, do we not want buns? 

I find myself caught up in it all, strangely fascinated, and 

lose a good five minutes trying to escape.


‘It all comes down to the rise,’ Steph declares at last, and 

everyone agrees with this. ‘Other features are all very well, 

but what you really need to be sure of is a good rise. Mine’s 

excellent,’ she says. ‘I just bung in the ingredients before I 

go to bed and I’m guaranteed a nice, big, hot loaf in the 

morning.’


I never saw so much excitement after a yoga class.


Then when I finally get to John Lewis’s haberdashery 

department I find all the grey fake-fur has gone, which sends 

me into a panic. I mean, why can’t Thomas just go as Mowgli 

in a pair of red pants, for God’s sake? Why does he have to 

be Baloo? Why does the school have to go and pick The 

Jungle Book for its theme this year?


The assistant suggests that I buy grey felt, and some white 

fake-fur to sew onto the tummy, but I’m not so sure about 

this. I can’t remember seeing Baloo the bear with a white 

furry tummy, but she assures me it’s what other people will 

be doing.


‘There’ve been loads of them in since the grey fake-fur ran 

out,’ she tells me cheerfully, ‘and it’s what I’ve suggested to 

all of them. Little bit of white fur on the tummy will make 

a nice bear.’ And it would have to be just a little bit of white 

fur, because that’s running low now too, and so is the grey 

felt.


John Lewis’s haberdashery department is packed with 

women I recognize from the playground. We must keep the 

department in business, with all these costumes we have to 

make. If it’s not concerts, it’s book week; if it’s not book 

week, it’s hat parades. I sometimes wonder if the teachers do 

it for a laugh. Clearly they think we have nothing better to 

do all day than sit at home and sew.


I just have time to grab a sandwich from Costa, which I 

eat in the car on the way to Liz’s because I’m starving, and 

I promised Arianne we’d go straight on to the playground 

when I pick her up from nursery, and Thomas has got a 

tennis lesson after school.





And in the evening James will come home to his supper and 

ask me how things are in Ashton. He loves to hear about 

the little social intrigues that go on here during the day. And 

the distance between the school playground and Sainsbury’s 

can be quite a hotbed of domestic drama. There’ll always be 

something to tell him, something to make him chuckle and 

smile fondly.


How easy it must be to look so affectionately upon the 

little world when you don’t have to be in it all day.


To James, life in Ashton is a pleasant diversion from the 

real world where important things happen, the world of city 

finance and city law and city men. This is his little escape, 

his weekend retreat, and to listen to me recounting tales 

about my little day in my little world is easy entertainment 

indeed.


I didn’t tell James about Mrs Partridge phoning last night. 

I didn’t tell him about Heddy. Instead I told him about 

Belinda and her French songs and about the madness of 

French classes for three-year-olds. He laughed, as I knew he

would. And tonight I’ll tell him about the excitement at yoga 

over the bread-making machines, and he’ll laugh about that. 

And he’ll probably say something like ‘Don’t you ever get a 

bread-making machine’, and then I’ll laugh too. But sometimes, 

just sometimes, I think the laugh might be a tiny bit 

on me.





I’d like to say I don’t even have time to think about Heddy 

and Mrs Partridge in my busy, busy day. I’d like to believe 

I’ve forgotten all about them. I’ve certainly convinced myself 

that Mrs Partridge won’t ring back, but she does. On the 

dot of half-past seven. The phone rings and before I even 

answer I know that it’s her, just as I know, then, that she 

won’t give up.


‘Violet Partridge here, dear,’ she says. ‘I do hope this is a 

convenient time?’


And what can I say to that? I think she’s got it worked 

out already: seven-thirty, I’ll be here.


She carries on, ‘I was wondering, dear. Have you had a 

chance yet to speak to your husband?’


‘Well, not really, no,’ I say. ‘Mrs Partridge, he is very busy.’


‘Only I was thinking it might be better if I popped over. 

We could have a proper talk then, you know. It might be 

easier for you, dear.’


‘Mrs Partridge, really, there’s no need—’


‘Oh, it’s no trouble, dear,’ she says. And then I stand there, 

frozen, with the phone clamped against my ear while she tells 

me how she’s already worked out the bus route to Ashton 

and that she’ll only need to change twice. ‘It won’t take me 

long, dear,’ she says. ‘Hour and a half at the most, and I’m 

used to the buses. So perhaps if you could just tell me your 

address, dear, and which day might be convenient . . .’


I cannot imagine Violet Partridge on my doorstep, in my 

house. It cannot happen. Yet she knows my name, my phone 

number, the town in which I live. How difficult would it be 

for her to track me down? I picture her, walking the streets 

of Ashton, knocking on doors until she finds me. I picture 

this, and panic has me saying, ‘No, Mrs Partridge, please. I’ll 

come to you.’


And two minutes later I’ve arranged to go to her house, 

the following Thursday.




 





THREE


Violet Partridge’s house is just as I remember it. I pull up 

outside in my car and sit there for a moment, looking at it.


I’m surprised at how nervous I feel. It’s always odd, going 

back, revisiting the past, so to speak, but this is doubly unsettling 

because I never liked being here. I never wanted to come 

back here, to this house, in this dreary little road. I never 

thought I’d be here again.


Memory suddenly flashes up of the last time I was here, 

some twenty years ago now, but I force that memory back, 

right back. I just can’t bear to think about it. And I can’t bear 

to think about Mrs Partridge remembering that time too, 

though she does. Of course she does. That’s why I’m here.


At least, that’s part of the reason.


The house looks strangely empty. It’s a bright, beautiful 

day already, but the windows are all shut and darkened by 

heavy net curtains in great need of a wash. The paint on the 

upstairs window frames is badly blistered and peeling; I can 

see it flaking from here. Both cottages are pebble-dashed, but 

the people next door have painted theirs an unlikely turquoise 

colour, in harsh, brutal contrast to Mrs Partridge’s original, 

time-darkened grey. A large crack is spreading down from 

under the guttering, starting in the middle of the two houses

and then veering off down Mrs Partridge’s side. I try to 

remember if it was always there, but I can’t.


It must be hard for Mrs Partridge to look after the house 

by herself. It must have been hard for her back then, too, 

when Heddy’s dad was alive but sitting in that chair all the 

time, slowly fading away. I can’t imagine Heddy’s brother 

ever doing much to help.


There’s a car outside next door, up on jacks, where the 

garden used to be. It’s one of those big American cars, black 

and mean-looking, with its bonnet propped open and rusting, 

like a wide-open mouth. They’ve taken their half of the front 

fence away, to get this car in, but the gate post is still there, 

complete with gate standing closed and idle on its own. I 

wonder if their dogs would still bark at me, but when I open 

the car door there is silence except for the twittering of birds 

and the distant, dull hum of traffic.


Mrs Partridge’s garden is overgrown; mostly it’s concreted 

over, with a square patch in the middle planted with shrubs 

and bushes whose unpruned stalks have grown tall and thin 

and now thrust out at random, sparsely leaved, fighting for 

air with the weeds and stinging nettles. The gate is stiff and 

catches on the concrete when I push it open. I give it a hard 

shove and glance down, and see millions of ants swarming 

in and out of the cracks on the pathway, a shocking burst 

of activity in this unnerving stillness.


I press the bell at the front door, but it doesn’t chime the 

tune I’m expecting, the tune I remember so well. Instead it 

just gives a short, flat buzz – as if it would have been a ring, 

only the batteries have worn right down.


She opens the door straight away as if she’s been watching 

me, and this unnerves me even more. I’d half-convinced myself 

no one was home.


‘Come in, dear,’ she says and steps back, into the darkness.


The plastic strips have gone. I walk straight into the hall 

and it’s the smell that hits me, it’s always the smell. We had 

a boy next door to us when I was a girl, Andrew; two years 

older than me he was, and sensible. He went on to be a 

policeman when he grew up. Neighbours the other side of 

him left him in charge of their cat when they went away and 

he took me with him once to feed it. I remember how strange 

their house smelled, and how I didn’t like it.


‘It’s just their family smell,’ Andrew said. ‘Every family has 

its own smell.’


Ours didn’t, I was sure. I never smelled it.


Mrs Partridge’s house smells of her whole life. You could 

pick it apart if you were an expert, some sort of smell-pathologist. 

You could trace every meal eaten, every circumstance, 

every celebration and counter-celebration. Every 

moment recorded by Mrs Partridge’s cooking, the food and 

the odours from the people eating the food. The smell of their 

clothes, their hair and their bodies, the cigarettes they smoked. 

The smell of their emotions, of their stillness in rest, of their 

fear, all trapped within the closed-window timelessness.


I follow her into the living room. She’s a thin, trousered 

figure, smaller than I remember and very slightly stooped.


‘Do sit down, dear,’ she says, gesturing to the sofa, and I 

get to see her face then, for the first time. It’s just as it always 

was, only older of course, more wrinkled, the skin stretched 

paper-thin above the hollows of her cheeks. Mrs Partridge 

is one of those people who always look old. Her hair has 

been grey for as long as I can remember and she’s still wearing 

it in that same short, rollered old-lady style. It’s somewhat 

thinner now, though; I can see the white of her scalp

through the curls. And there are angry red blotches on her 

forehead, looking sore, as if she’s been picking at them. The 

eyes are just the same: dark, over-round. Like Heddy’s, only 

sharper.


It’s the same sofa, I’m sure it is. The same or nearly the 

same. Brown, everything is brown: the sofa, the carpet, 

the colour of the air. I bend to perch on the edge and the 

cushions give beneath me. I remember lying right here with 

my face pressed against the back of the sofa, I remember the 

dusty, biscuit smell of the material. I remember the shame, 

the terrible shame, and I feel it all over again, now.


I can’t meet Mrs Partridge’s eye. She hovers before me, 

bony hands busy, twitching, pulling her tunic top down over 

her thin hips, fussing, straightening out the cloth. She’s staring 

at me. I half-expect her to say My, how you’ve grown, but 

isn’t that ridiculous? Isn’t all this ridiculous? She’s as nervous 

as I am, standing there, pulling at her clothes.


‘How are your parents?’ she asks.


‘Fine,’ I reply. ‘Thank you. The move went well. They’re 

settling in nicely, enjoying the Devon life.’ I ramble on, knowing 

I ought to be asking her back How’s Heddy? But I can’t, 

not in that flippant, chit-chat way.


Then she goes off to make coffee and I am alone in that 

room. Mr Partridge’s chair is still there in the corner, just as 

if he might come back and sit in it sometime. The room is 

eerily quiet without his cough and the TV blaring out. The 

TV is still there, but it’s been turned to face the sofa now. 

There’s a little vase of plastic flowers standing on top of it. 

There are things everywhere, all sorts of things: a Spanish 

fan opened out, propped up behind an ashtray on the mantelpiece 

over the gas fire; a small carriage clock, not working, 

next to that; and a pair of china cats. And in between these

things there are photos, so many photos. I push myself up 

from the sofa to look at them. They are of children, lots of 

children. Or are they of the same two or three children taken 

in different times, different places? It’s impossible to tell. 

They’ve all got the same round, dark eyes. I look carefully 

at their faces, to try to link them. There’s a school photo of 

a boy and a girl together, another one of just a boy. But that 

baby could be any one of those three or someone else; that 

toddler the same, grown now into the boy right next to him, 

captured at a different time, in school shirt and toothless 

grin. Other people’s lives, captured in snapshots, but distorted 

too, misleading.


I can hear Mrs Partridge in the kitchen. She’s a long time 

making that coffee and I move away from the fireplace to 

the sideboard, which is next to the small dining table, 

near the front window. The big photo there catches my attention, 

the one in the middle. It’s of Heddy, unmistakably. 

Heddy on her wedding day. Heddy in a white puffy frock 

with her heavy hair pulled back from her face. She’s smiling. 

Like the cat that got the cream, she’s smiling. And next to 

this, among more pictures of unknown children, I find Heddy 

again, still smiling, though not as much, holding a baby in 

her arms. Her fat arms; I am shocked to see how fat she is.


I hear Mrs Partridge behind me, coming rattling into the 

room with a tray in her hands. I turn around, uncomfortable 

at being caught snooping.


‘I was looking at the photos,’ I say, somewhat unnecessarily. 

‘They’re lovely.’ I point to Heddy in her white frock. 

‘She looks lovely.’


‘Yes, dear. Thank you, dear.’ Mrs Partridge puts the tray 

down on the little coffee table, beside a big crystal ashtray, 

one of those old-fashioned round things with five or six

ledges cut out around the edge, for communal smoking. 

There is one solitary cigarette butt in the middle of the ashtray, 

squashed down and fallen over, onto its side, in its little pool 

of ash. The milk is already in the cups with the coffee, but 

she’s put sugar in a bowl and biscuits on a plate – custard 

creams – arranged in a circle. Instantly, I am embarrassed.


‘She was very proud. We were all very proud,’ Mrs Partridge 

says, and she rubs her hands up and down the front of her 

hips again. She gazes across at that photo, distracted for a 

moment, eyes fixed, thoughts elsewhere. On Heddy’s wedding, 

probably.


I feel like I ought to sit down, but suddenly I’m not sure 

where to sit. Are we to perch, side by side on the only sofa, 

one at each end, and talk across the gap in between us? Mrs 

Partridge seems to pick up on my indecision; she snaps up 

her head suddenly and stares directly at me. ‘He wasn’t a 

bad man, John, Heddy’s husband,’ she says, and then she 

does something very odd. She goes over to Mr Partridge’s 

chair and, with the force of her slight body behind it, she 

pushes it round to face the coffee table and the sofa. Then 

she sits in it, a tiny person, shrunk against the curved, high 

back. It’s awkward, from that position, in that chair, for her 

to reach over across the table, but she does. She takes my 

coffee cup off the tray with her skinny arm stretching right 

out, and the cup clatters precariously in its saucer as she puts 

it on the table.


‘Coffee?’ she says and I sit down on the sofa, back where 

I should have been, where I should have stayed when she 

was out in the kitchen. ‘Biscuit?’ she asks.


The sofa has sunk so far beneath me that it’s a struggle 

to wriggle forward and take one, but I have to; she’s holding 

out the plate. I haven’t had a custard cream in years and I

couldn’t eat one now; my insides are tight, plaited up. I take 

one and put it on the saucer and immediately I hate myself. 

What must she think of me, taking her biscuit and just sticking 

it on my saucer like that? What must she think of me?


What did she ever think of me?


What indeed? She watches me with her dark, knowing 

eyes.


‘Yes, she got married.’ There’s an edge to her voice, a 

defensive edge. ‘When she was twenty.’


My mind races back – did I know this, did I know that 

Heddy was married? I must have done. My parents would 

have mentioned it, I’m sure they would. But at twenty I was 

away at university, having one boyfriend after another, having 

a great time. Why would I have given a second thought to 

someone – anyone, not just Heddy – getting married? Married, 

for God’s sake, at just twenty years old.


‘He worked for the gas board.’ She picks up her cup and 

saucer, then lifts the cup and sips. The coffee is way too hot 

still and her lips pucker. ‘He was a good man,’ she says, and 

I can tell she’s said this a thousand times, if only to herself. 

‘A good man.’


I’m about to say something kind, something nice about 

the gas board, or about marrying young instead of going to 

university – not that Heddy Partridge would ever have gone 

to university – but she puts her cup back down suddenly 

with a clatter. ‘She put on weight when Nathan was born. 

Before that. But it was hard to lose, you know. She always 

had trouble with her weight, always wanted to lose a few 

pounds.’


She is staring straight at me and I place my cup, still full, 

back down on the table.


‘She was depressed.’ She says it like she’s been told to say

it. Like she doesn’t really understand the word, but she’s 

practised saying it, over and over. ‘She was pregnant before 

Nathan, but she lost the baby, late on, at five months. Awful, 

it was for her, awful.’


She rummages in the pocket of her tunic, agitated, and 

pulls out her cigarettes and a lighter. ‘You don’t mind, do 

you, dear?’ she asks and I shake my head, though really I 

do mind. She sticks a cigarette between pursed lips, lights it 

and draws deeply, audibly. I try not to shudder. She leaves 

it in her mouth and it bobs up and down as she says again, 

‘She was depressed, after that. She wouldn’t go out, not for 

ages. And she put on a lot of weight, just sitting at home all 

day. Then after Nathan was born we all thought she’d feel 

better, but she didn’t. She became . . . unreliable.’


She takes the cigarette out of her mouth and taps the ash 

into the ashtray, taps it and taps it. ‘She started doing things. 

To herself. Harming herself.’ She shakes her head vigorously 

then and takes another long draw on that cigarette. ‘I don’t 

think she would ever have done anything to that baby, but 

. . . I made her go to the doctor. I took her there myself. He 

said she was depressed, he said it can happen sometimes – 

with the hormones, you know. He gave her some pills, but 

they didn’t help, not really.’


Again she draws on the cigarette, and taps the ash while 

she exhales like a dragon, through her nostrils. I pull back 

a little, trying to avoid the smoke, though there isn’t much 

point really. It’s like a fog, wrapping itself around us.


‘It wasn’t easy for her, on her own all day. With a new 

baby.’ She stares at me through the haze. ‘John wasn’t a bad 

man,’ she says again, anxious that I understand this, ‘but they 

bought that house. In Barton Village. A nice little house.’ 

Another drag and a sip of coffee this time too; she sips as

the smoke comes out of her nose. I pick up my cup again, 

grateful for something to do, even though it means half-standing 

for a moment from the dip of the sagging sofa. 

‘They had money worries. I don’t blame him,’ she says and 

her eyes are startlingly bright.


Don’t blame him for what, exactly? And where is he now? 

Why isn’t he looking after Nathan? There’s more, I know 

there is. She’s picking her words carefully.


‘He did his best I’m sure,’ she says, but I wonder if she 

really means it. ‘It was hard for both of them. She was 

depressed,’ she says, again and again. ‘She was depressed.’


I can’t break away from her stare. She’s like a hawk, clinging 

on.


‘She started doing things,’ she says, and my mind is racing 

ahead, thinking What things? ‘In public. With Nathan there 

too.’ She sucks on her cigarette again and this time I notice 

that her hand is shaking. ‘They took her in, once or twice, 

gave her more pills, you know, and she’d seem all right for 

a while, but then . . . She kept doing it. It got worse. She was 

. . . cutting herself. People don’t like to see it, you know.’ The 

ash has built right up again, but instead of tipping it, this 

time she grinds the butt into the ashtray, down and down 

until the shank bursts and frayed tobacco curls into the ash. 

‘Then they kept her in,’ she says simply, letting go of the 

butt. ‘That last time. They kept her in.’


I sit on that sofa, stricken. Stricken with the awful awareness 

that Mrs Partridge is on the verge of crying; stricken 

that I am there at all, hearing this stuff. I think of Arianne 

at nursery. I think of her learning her letters and her numbers. 

I think of her playing alongside Belinda’s daughter, Tasha’s 

daughter, and all the other daughters from our safe Ashton 

world. I think of Thomas at school, and of the cakes I have

to make for the cake sale on Friday and of the new wellies 

needed for next week’s school trip. I think of these things 

because I want them to pull me back into my own life, away 

from here, but it doesn’t quite happen. Instead they just highlight 

the strangeness, the total surreality of my being here at 

all.
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