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Friday 15th January, 2016

BETTER TO LIGHT A CANDLE THAN CURSE THE DARKNESS



Sarah tried to leave straight after the registry office ceremony, but Leo wouldn’t hear of it. He persuaded her to wait for the speeches back at the flat, then insisted she stay for the cutting of the cake. ‘We’ll have a boogie later,’ he’d laughed as the music began.

No boogie had been had. Leo offered only scraps; a consolation prize that underlined what Sarah had lost. When she finally slipped away, Leo was engrossed in his bride. He didn’t notice her leave, and nobody else tried to stop her; mostly they marvelled that she was there at all.

Out on the landing the bass banged in Sarah’s ears as she eased off her shoes and rubbed her complaining toes. It was time to go home. Bed was all she wanted. Her chaste bed, no longer rumpled by the long legs of her man.

At least I don’t need to call an Uber.

A flight of stairs was all that separated the wedding party in Flat B from Sarah’s nest at the top of number twenty-four Merrion Road. The elegantly winding stairway sat like a spine at the centre of the house, the flats fanning out from it, one on each storey, except for the basement where heartless developers had crammed in two dwellings.

The bannister, polished smooth by two hundred years of use, was cool beneath Sarah’s hands. The ascent seemed longer than usual, as if extra stairs had been stealthily added. She climbed with the careful weariness of an invalid, despite looking the picture of health in her tightly fitted, especially bought red dress. The bouquet in her hand drooped, splashing petals on the floor.

Had the bride thrown it directly at her? Sarah had had no option but to catch the flesh-coloured roses that flew at her face. There were shouts of ‘You’ll be next!’ as the bridegroom gave her a complicated look. Sarah had been careful to look ecstatic; she’d acted her part well, but now the mask ate into her face and her bed beckoned from the top of the house.

‘About time, missy!’ A small spry figure of unguessable age barred the door to Sarah’s flat.

‘Hello, Mavis,’ sighed Sarah.

‘What are you all done up for? Don’t tell me you went to the wedding?’ Mavis was aghast, but delighted too, like a rubbernecker slowing to pass a road accident.

‘Did you want something?’ Sarah halted, fearing her legs might not reboot. She felt as though she’d aged three decades on the stairs, the day’s anguish eating into her bones and putting her on a par with her elderly neighbour.

‘I’ve been knocking and knocking.’ In her dusty dress Mavis was petulant, taking Sarah’s absence personally. ‘I had to sign for this letter while you were gallivanting.’ She thrust an envelope at Sarah, in much the same way as the bride had propelled the posy. ‘I do have a life of my own, you know.’ Mavis’s accent was from another age, imperious and entitled. ‘I’m not a servant.’

‘Thank you.’ Sarah didn’t ask why Mavis hadn’t simply pushed it under the door. Past experience had taught her never to rise to the bait; Mavis drew nourishment from arguments, and right now Sarah needed peace.

‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

‘Well, no.’ Sarah almost laughed at such naked nosiness. ‘I’ve had a long day, Mavis.’

‘No need to snap, dear,’ snapped Mavis. She stepped closer, peering into Sarah’s eyes, which were carefully made up, their grey enhanced and their lashes lengthened.

The maquillage, the formal outfit, the new pashmina that kept slipping off Sarah’s shoulders, were armour; she flinched as the wrinkled little woman’s preternaturally bright eyes bored through her shield.

‘You’ve been crying.’ Mavis didn’t ask why. Perhaps because it was obvious.

‘Mavis!’ A voice, clear high and bright, sounded from below.

‘Keep your hair on!’ shouted Mavis. She growled at Sarah: ‘Bloody family. They think they own you.’

Inquisitive, Sarah leant over the bannister as Mavis plodded downwards.

Far below, a pale oval shone in the dark of the hallway. It was a woman’s upturned face, austere and direct, whose eyes met Sarah’s briefly before their owner stepped back into the shadows.

She was old, that much was clear even at such a distance, but she was beautiful in a timeless way, like a goddess from pagan times, whose gaze could save or destroy. She was familiar . . .

Recognition landed, and Sarah stirred with the almost sexual excitement that fame generates. ‘Mavis! Isn’t that—?’

‘I’ll tell you who that is, dear,’ said Mavis, feet slapping on each step. ‘None of your business. That’s who that is.’

Fragile from the day’s events, Sarah craved gentleness and comfort, proof that there was kindness in the world. Mavis was the opposite of what she needed so Sarah said nothing in response to the trademark rudeness and let herself into her own four walls.

Flat A was dark. The muted whoops and cheers bleeding up through the floorboards underlined its stale loneliness. Sarah imagined Leo down there, beneath her bare feet, showing off his new bride, agreeing that, yes, he truly was a lucky dog.

Peeling off the dress, Sarah exhaled gratefully. If the statistics were right and 42 per cent of modern marriages ended in divorce, she surely wasn’t the first woman to attend her ex-husband’s wedding. Sarah didn’t feel modern; she felt like a child left at home on her own. She shook her lacquered hair, and confetti rained down around her.

With the lights off, the flat passed as normal. Darkness camouflaged the holes gouged in the walls and the wallpaper that peeled like leprous skin. The disarray accused Sarah, reminding her how behind she was with the plan to refurbish, sell up, and move on. It wasn’t her plan. It was Leo’s. I agreed, she reminded herself. A countdown ticked constantly beneath all her conversations, beneath every film she watched or book she tried to read. It was ominous, growing louder as it raced towards her deadline. August. Sarah had until the end of August to renovate the flat.

The moonlight glanced off the cheap glossy paper of the calendar tacked to the wall. The staff at Confucius, a Chinese takeaway near enough to trot to in slippers, had handed over the calendar with reverence; Sarah had felt mildly embarrassed at being one of their best customers. She reached out and tore off the top page, glad to see the back of a date that had lain in wait for her.

Littered with paint cans and stepladders, the bedroom felt abandoned, as if Sarah had moved out with Leo.

‘But I’m still here!’ said Sarah, defiantly tugging on her towelling dressing gown and pulling its soft collar to her chin. When she switched on her lamp, the room remained obstinately dark. She thought of the Post-it note reminding her to buy bulbs lying somewhere in the rubble. Finding a candle under the kitchen sink, she remembered the quote on the calendar and agreed that, yes, it was better to light a candle than curse the darkness. She climbed into bed, the walls wobbling around her in the flickering light.

In the candle’s chivalrous glow, she couldn’t see the half-sanded floorboards or the drooping curtain pole. On the bedside table, it prettily illuminated the Registered letter that Mavis had given her. Wondering what could be so important that it needed a signature, Sarah ripped it open.

The folded page was brittle, as befits a letter from a ghost.


Chapter One
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Thursday 9th June

YOU CANNOT PREVENT THE BIRDS OF SADNESS FROM FLYING OVER YOUR HEAD, BUT YOU CAN PREVENT THEM MAKING A NEST IN YOUR HAIR



The removals van and the hearse jammed the narrow street, both drivers refusing to give way. This was a busy day for number twenty-four; one couple moving in, another occupant very much moving out.

Double-fronted, strictly symmetrical, the Georgian house shimmered in summer’s arms. Painted a pale blue, it belonged on a whimsical lane by the sea, not a traffic-choked side street in Notting Hill. The façade had seen better days.

Haven’t we all? thought Sarah, staring down at the stand-off from her top-floor window. Hopefully, Mavis was still indoors, unaware that her sister’s coffin was involved in a road-rage incident. Even the corpse’s celebrity status couldn’t protect it from this final indignity.

The only black jacket in Sarah’s wardrobe was too wintry to wear. Forecasters promised – or threatened – ever higher temperatures as summer hit its stride. Number twenty-four, a veteran of every season, withstood the heat with insouciance, standing tall and still in the heavy air.

‘You’ll do.’ Sarah snatched a navy sundress from the clothes rail she’d bought as a temporary alternative to a wardrobe two years ago. The last funeral Sarah had attended was her father’s, and she recalled her mother’s defiantly white coat. Sarah had been in black, the colour of crows and bad dreams. She’d avoided it ever since.

Adjusting a borrowed black hat in the pitted mirror propped against the pitted wall, Sarah tucked up her brownish blondish hair and pronounced herself ready. Confucius was worrying himself over nothing; the birds of sadness would never dare nest in such an untidy up-do. Sarah’s childhood had knocked any physical vanity out of her. Today of all days it seemed disrespectful to fuss over her appearance.

One hand on the balustrade, Sarah picked her way downstairs in heels that were probably too high for such a solemn occasion. She hurried past Flat B, its glossy front door leaking classical music. Down at street level, the scuffed door to Flat C was wedged open by a pile of boxes. Bulky new furniture stood around like tongue-tied guests in the sitting room Sarah knew so well.

Framed prints, bold and colourful, were stacked against a shipwrecked sofa. A framed wedding photograph was at the forefront. In de rigueur black and white, the house’s new couple smiled out at Sarah, having so much honest-to-goodness fun they were slightly out of focus.

Lovebirds.

Sarah hated how her lip curled but was powerless to stop it. The glowing pair weren’t to know that Sarah’s relationship with Flat C’s previous tenant had helped kill her marriage. Smith had taken off in a black cab six months ago, but Sarah still managed to forget some days, to expect the familiar tread on the stair and the raucous laugh in the small hours.

The letter sent by Smith had arrived with exquisite timing, salvaging the black, bleak day of Leo’s wedding. Sarah had it with her now; it went everywhere with her, even gate-crashing a funeral.

Pausing at the front door, as if at the border of a foreign land, Sarah’s fingers delved in her handbag and found the letter.

There was no salutation, no signing off, just a few scrawled lines on a page torn from a diary. Sarah had committed every word to memory, like a poem from her schooldays.


If I can’t see you then I have to write to you! I have no news, no nothing except some advice which you must take to heart. Promise? Be yourself, because, my sweet Sarah, you are more than good enough. And always find the beauty in everybody, because that’s the magic formula to make everything A-OK.



He didn’t sign it ‘Love from’ because he didn’t have to.

The magic formula was trickier than it sounded. Finding the beauty in people could be mistaken for schmaltz, but Sarah noted that it was ‘everybody’. Not just the beauty in the people she liked – that was easy – but the beauty in curmudgeons and trolls.

Speaking of which . . . alone at the kerb, Mavis was all in black, her moth-eaten winter stockings cocking a snook at the warm weather. She constituted Sarah’s biggest challenge yet to invoking the magic formula.

As Sarah edged into the old lady’s line of vision, Mavis’s headscarf turned a fraction. No eye contact, of course: a little thing like death wouldn’t change Mavis. But even an infamous harridan shouldn’t go to a funeral alone, so Sarah took Mavis’s loud sniff as an invitation to join her laying her only sister, the celebrated novelist Zelda Bennison CBE, in the earth.

Alongside the others at the graveside in black linen and swooping hats, Mavis looked like a charlady in her chain-store coat and face brutally bare. In accordance with Zelda’s wishes, only a handful of mourners were present, each of them in deep shock. When Death visits, the reactions are the same, whether his victims are chic and moneyed, like Zelda’s friends, or downright Dickensian, like Zelda’s sister.

According to articles in the broadsheets, the novelist told nobody about the diagnosis of fast-acting motor neurone disease, not even Ramon, her husband of two years. Zelda had arrived to visit her sister at number twenty-four and never gone home, passing quietly away in the basement a few months later. Sarah had seen Zelda coming and going for the first few weeks, but after that Zelda kept indoors as her health deteriorated.

Aloof from the others, Mavis stared into the grave. The small slice of face visible beneath her scarf looked not grief-stricken but angry, as if she wanted to claw up the fresh mud and give Zelda a good telling-off.

On the far side of the mound of earth, a handsome dark-skinned man who pulsed with charisma dabbed at his eyes. ‘That’s the husband,’ whispered a woman behind Sarah. The widower was thirty something years his wife’s junior. From the tsk, Sarah deduced she wasn’t the only one unconvinced by the eye dabbing.

Mavis was in a bleak world of her own as the coffin was lowered. She took no notice of the elegant assemblage, and hadn’t greeted her brother-in-law. Edging forward, Sarah stood shoulder to shoulder with the bristling woman, even though Mavis’s body language screamed Keep away! Sarah didn’t need her qualifications in psychology to diagnose Mavis. Sarah was an expert in loss; she knew what it looked like close up.

The letter backed her up silently from the depths of her bag, urging her to see past the hostility to the humanity.

At the end of the short ceremony the small party turned as one. Sarah took Mavis’s arm on the hard, uneven ground. Mavis shook her off and picked her way, head down, through the gravestones.

When they arrived at number twenty-four the mourners tailed Mavis up the stone steps, across the black and white chequered floor of the communal hall, and down a short flight of stairs to the gloomy basement level. Sarah saw the door of Flat D open a crack, then slam; a quiet civil war raged between the subterranean neighbours.

As if to underline how very alive they were, the handful of people murmured about a good cup of tea or a stiff drink. As Mavis searched for her key, a powerful communal hunger overtook them all – an affirmation on a macabre day.

With quiet optimism, Sarah anticipated a vol-au-vent, a retro classic which had lost its cachet apart from, she hoped, at funeral teas.

The widower had disappeared without a word. The guest who’d tutted said to whoever was listening, ‘At least Ramon had the decency not to take over the funeral.’

‘I should have been with Zelda when she died,’ said another mourner, a small woman with a querulous face. ‘We should all have been there. Why did she keep her illness secret? Why choose to die here?’

A rumble of agreement ran through the group, who all seemed surprised to find themselves in such humble surroundings.

‘She came home to her family,’ said Sarah, hoping Mavis was too engrossed in undoing the six locks on her door to hear the exchange. ‘It’s only natural.’

Which made Sarah unnatural. She couldn’t imagine a situation so dire that she’d flee to her one remaining family member.

Another woman stage-whispered, ‘Accidental overdose, my eye. The Zelda I know . . .’ She faltered, recovered. ‘The Zelda I knew was fastidious. She did nothing by accident.’

Mavis let herself into her dark flat, closing the door behind her with a surly clunk. Sarah looked uncertainly at the others, who looked uncertainly back.

The great Zelda Bennison’s funeral was over.


Chapter Two
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TO MAKE A NEW FRIEND, NEVER BREAK WITH THE OLD



Cinema-goers the world over feel as if they know Notting Hill. The place has a distinct sense of self. Dotted with trees despite the exhaust fumes, it’s a borough of extremes: poverty and wealth; Cool Britannia and unemployment; carnival and riot.

The imposing houses built for olde-worlde society families fell into disrepair over the centuries, their grand salons carved into bedsits. After waiting patiently for the tide of gentrification to turn and snatch them back from renting singletons, their dazzling façades were now restored. But turn a corner and you were in the concrete tundra of a housing estate, or a mews that once housed horses but now housed advertising executives happy to forgo a garden for a W11 postcode.

Notting Hill catered for all tastes and pockets; within minutes of Sarah’s front door she could buy – if she wanted to – vintage fashion, mind mind-altering drugs, and Pringles. Perfectly embodying this split personality, number twenty-four was a magnificent example of Regency architecture, but the glorious blue of its exterior was in need of a touch-up, and the windows reflected the differing fortunes of the residents.

Sarah’s own windows were painted shut. Flat B’s tasteful double glazing glittered in the sunshine, bespoke blinds standing to attention. Another floor down, Flat C’s frames were rotten; Smith hadn’t prioritised home improvements.

Pacing her sitting room, Sarah’s arms were clasped about herself. It was unusual to be home from work at this time of the day; the flat seemed startled by her. Needing distraction, she noticed the ‘Welcome’ card she’d bought and went in search of a pen.

Her writing was shaky. She paused, took a deep breath and started again. The events of the morning had rattled her to her core. She’d dashed out of her office as if she was being chased by wolves, ignoring her supervisor’s shouts. Now unanswered calls from Keeley stacked up accusingly on her phone.

Sarah licked the flap of the envelope and stole down two flights, passing from lino and the smell of Cup-a-Soup on her own landing, to carpet and a melange of fig and ylang-ylang outside Flat B. Her steps slowed as she reached the ground floor.

Flat C had been out of bounds since Smith’s departure. Sarah dreaded seeing the familiar flat altered; another small proof that, despite the letter in Sarah’s bag, Smith was gone for good.

The door stood open, the brass ‘C’ wonky. A diminutive woman, her back to Sarah, hands on hips, gave orders to somebody out of sight. ‘No, no, not there, there.’ Thanks to the mail on the communal table, Sarah knew that this bossy child-sized person was one half of Mr and Mrs T. Royce.

‘Hello!’ Sarah knocked needlessly on the open door, taking in the sitting room, its familiar kitsch wallpaper already obliterated by white emulsion.

The woman wheeled round, a smile already curving across an elvish face, her eyes wide at the sight of her visitor. ‘Come in, come in!’ She ushered Sarah into the chaos of packing cases. ‘Christ, this mess. Sorry. We’re still upside down.’

‘I’m Sarah, from . . .’ Sarah pointed upwards.

‘Heaven?’

‘Top flat.’ Sarah smiled; the cheer was infectious, and the power of the morning’s crisis faded a little. She held out the card. ‘To say, you know, welcome.’

‘Oh, wow.’ The woman put the card to her chest. The red of her closely cropped hair was nearer to ketchup than titian. ‘Aren’t you lovely? I’m Jane, by the way. Oh, and this is . . .’ She gestured at a tall man almost buckling under a box of books. ‘Oh God, I’ve forgotten your name.’ Jane apologised with an exaggerated gurn and turned to Sarah. ‘But of course you two know each other. He’s Mr Flat B.’

‘Yes, yes, we know each other.’ Sarah returned Leo’s nod, both of them flushed, his hair wilted with sweat.

‘Are you finished with me, Jane?’ Leo was hopeful, mopping his brow. The burgeoning paunch beneath his shirt didn’t suggest physical stamina, and he seemed grateful when she set him free.

‘I nabbed him, poor thing, when he was whistling his way up the path.’ Jane put her arm through Sarah’s, drawing her in, chatty and intimate. ‘He loved me bossing him about. Something about that wifelet of his tells me who wears the designer trousers in that relationship. He’s attractive, if you like that sort of tall, public-school, corduroy-trousers thing, which I don’t. I’m a one-man woman, me. When you meet my husband you’ll see why.’

Without preliminaries, Jane parachuted into Sarah’s life. As a woman who weighed up pros and cons before committing to a toaster, Sarah enjoyed the heady speed of it.

‘Here. Make yourself useful.’ Jane handed Sarah an armful of hardbacks. ‘Stick those on the shelves. Any order. Doesn’t matter.’

New shelving covered a wall which Smith had plastered with cheap prints of Matisse and Hockney, alongside a fading Photo-Me strip: Sarah and Smith entwined, giggling, a bit tipsy.

Sarah held up a paperback. ‘You a fan?’ Sword of Lightning was a Chief Inspector Shackleton mystery. Even people who’d never read any of the fourteen Shackleton books were aware of Zelda Bennison, thanks to the TV series.

‘I’ve read everything Zelda Bennison wrote. Absolute favourite writer in the world. She died last week.’ Jane’s smile melted. ‘Very sad. Motor neurone disease. She kept it secret from everybody. A real class act. Her mind was going and the poor woman took too many tablets. It’s horrible to think she must have suffered and, you know, fallen apart before she finally went.’

‘That funeral, yesterday? That was Zelda Bennison.’

Jane couldn’t readily process that, so Sarah enlarged.

‘Zelda Bennison was Mavis’s sister. Mavis is—’

‘—the old bat in the basement?’ Jane put her hands to her face. ‘Zelda Bennison was her sister? But Mavis is . . .’

‘Horrible.’ There was no other word for it. Mavis tried hard to be horrible; she was good at it.

‘Did you meet Zelda?’ The idea excited Jane. ‘Apparently she was amazing.’

Hating to disappoint, Sarah explained that she’d glimpsed Zelda a handful of times. Like a well-dressed spectre, the writer had flitted through the hall, exquisite and ageless – the polar opposite of her sister. ‘She stopped appearing. I guess that’s when things got bad.’ Mavis had rushed in and out, harried, anxious. Her devotion had surprised Sarah.

‘Were they close?’

‘According to Mavis, Zelda abandoned her the moment she found success. There was bad blood between them.’ Sarah regretted not asking to meet the writer and tell her how much she admired her work; dying was nobody’s idea of fun, but dying in Mavis’s basement must have been gruesome.

‘Sounds like they kissed and made up at the end.’ The thought seemed to placate Jane. ‘I must ask Mavis about her sister.’

‘Seriously, I wouldn’t.’ Sarah smiled at Jane’s gung-ho; it was the gung-ho of people who petted psychopathic chihuahuas despite the owners’ warnings.

‘I heard her having a screaming row with some man down in her flat. Must be a boyfriend or something.’

The notion of Mavis having a boyfriend was beyond comedy. ‘Was it a sweary, nasty argument? Did he call her a scrawny old bird?’

‘Yeah. I almost intervened.’

‘That’s Peck, her cockatoo. Named after his favourite hobby.’ The bird’s gothic cage dominated Mavis’s hallway. ‘He’s a lot louder and even more vindictive since Zelda passed away.’

‘Just you watch. Me and Mavis will be buddies before you can say—’ Jane’s face lit up as she looked beyond Sarah. ‘Tom!’

Turning, Sarah took in the tall man at the door, holding aloft a carrier bag like the Olympic flame. So the ‘T’ stood for Tom.

‘Sarah, you’ll stay for chips?’ asked Jane. ‘Nobody in their right mind says no to a chip.’

‘Um . . .’ Sarah was tempted. The conversation had already picked her chin from the floor; chips would chase the fiasco at work even further away.

‘And mushy peas,’ said Tom. ‘Plus the finest pickled onions.’ He smiled and Sarah beamed her acceptance; they were good at smiling, these Royces. Sarah could see why Jane was a one-man woman; Tom was straight-up and wholesome. Broad-shouldered, with what Sarah thought of as a noble head, waving chestnut hair backing off his forehead, tawny eyes amused. She sensed he was aware of his height and width; Tom wasn’t the sort of clueless berk who’d clomp along the street behind a woman on a dark night. Tom would cross the road.

Sarah wondered how she was gleaning all this information from one short exchange about chips.

‘Sit. Sit.’ Jane flapped her hands, righting the sofa. ‘No plates. They taste better out of the paper.’

The peculiar picnic was cosy. With Jane at the helm, conversation bounced up, down, all around, taking in the fact that Tom had upholstered the very sofa Sarah sat on.

‘I’m impressed.’ Sarah blew on a chip. She’d never met a man who knew what piping was, never mind actually piped. Interrogated in a friendly way, Sarah told them she’d lived at number twenty-four for two years, that her flat was similar in layout to theirs but without the inconvenience of being near the front door. She remembered Smith’s rueful joke about buying a doorman’s uniform.

‘Finding this place was a once in a lifetime deal.’ Jane named a figure that would terrify an out-of-towner but sounded like a bargain to Londoners trapped in the capital’s crazy housing market. ‘We’ve got such plans for this flat.’

Each improvement would bump Smith further into the past.

Tom said, ‘Don’t worry. There won’t be too much kerfuffle.’

‘I don’t mind a bit of kerfuffle.’ Sarah liked that word, and she liked Tom for using it. ‘Besides, I have plans too. I’m moving out.’

‘No!’ Jane was wounded, as if they’d known each other years instead of minutes. ‘But you’ve got the attic space. Sloping ceilings and the best view in the house, I bet.’

I’ll miss the view, thought Sarah. She smiled, showing all her teeth, hoping it convinced. ‘Time to move on.’ The countdown tick-tocked beneath her words. A patchwork of botched DIY, the flat wasn’t the home she’d envisaged. Since Smith, she barely interacted with her neighbours, racing upstairs to put her key in the lock each evening.

The clock was heartless. It didn’t care that Sarah would be homeless; sure, she could find four walls and a roof, but if home is the place that when you go there they have to let you in, then Sarah had nowhere. She imagined her mother’s face if she turned up with her suitcases and almost laughed. ‘The flat goes up for sale in August.’

‘Reconsider,’ said Jane. ‘You’d be mad to move out of this gem. Just look at these cornices.’ She waved a pickled onion at the ceiling. ‘And the wide floorboards.’ She moaned low. ‘And the original marble fireplace, for God’s sake!’

‘Jane’s in property,’ explained Tom. ‘That’s why she gets orgasmic about skirting boards.’

‘I source houses for rich idiots who are too bone idle to look themselves.’

‘I hope you don’t put it that way on your website.’ The comment earned Sarah a We like her glance between her hosts.

‘The official term is property search consultant,’ said Jane. She paused as if something had just occurred to her. ‘I could help you find a new flat. For free, obviously.’

‘Oh, no need,’ said Sarah hurriedly. ‘Honestly. It’s fine.’

‘I get first dibs on loads of properties before they even go on the market. I’d haggle for you as well. Aren’t I brilliant at haggling, Tom?’

‘She is,’ said Tom reluctantly. ‘She saves people a ton of money.’

‘What are you after?’ Jane was keen-eyed. ‘One-bedder? Two? Are you fussed about outside sp—’

‘Seriously,’ said Sarah. ‘It’s all under control.’ It was like discussing who to marry next before your current partner was dead; I’m a one-flat woman.

‘OK, if you’re sure,’ said Jane, slightly puzzled at this refusal of her expertise. ‘I’ve just nabbed a new client. Bags of dosh. Wants a country pile in Suffolk, so I’ll be tootling all over East Anglia this summer.’

‘Sounds like fun.’

‘Why not come with me?’

Tom made a noise in his throat. ‘Sarah might have a life of her own and a job and stuff.’

‘I could be an axe murderer for all you know.’ Sarah admired Jane’s emotional recklessness.

‘We kind of have to be friends don’t we,’ said Jane, ‘living in the same house?’

It hadn’t worked that way up to now, but Sarah found herself laughing and agreeing. When Jane asked if number twenty-four was a friendly place, she said nothing for a moment and Tom butted in.

‘There’s your answer!’

‘It’s a typical London set-up.’ Sarah defended the house’s honour. ‘We don’t get involved.’

‘But you talk to Mavis.’ Idealistic Jane tried to disprove Sarah’s theory.

‘Mavis more or less talks at me.’

‘What about the other tenants?’ Jane screwed up her chip paper, greedy for nourishment of a different kind. ‘What’s the gossip?’

‘Jane . . .’ There was a gentle warning in Tom’s voice. ‘Let’s move in before you start inserting yourself into everybody’s lives, yeah?’

‘Shut up.’ Jane combined fondness and irritation so expertly that Sarah envied the Royces their ease, their understanding, the self-confidence of a happy marriage.

‘I’m not good at gossip.’

‘Rubbish.’ Jane was a Labrador; playful but apt to mow you down. ‘Everybody’s good at gossip. Flat B. That smoothie Leo and the super-sexy wife. What’s the deal there?’

‘Only married for six months,’ said Sarah. ‘He’s an antiques dealer, owns that big emporium round the corner, the Old Church, and she’s an interior designer. Match made in heaven. Helena Moysova. You might have heard of her.’

‘I could find that out from their CVs.’ Jane was disappointed.

‘See? Told you. Bad at gossip.’

Tom, who’d dipped out of the room, reappeared with a hammer. ‘Jane’ll soon train you up.’

Sarah thought idly: He suits hammers.

‘Nitty-gritty, please,’ said Jane. ‘The husband seems a bit of a one, if you ask me.’

Sarah agreed that yes, Leo was a bit of a one, and was relieved when Jane moved on to the basement.

‘Who lives opposite mad Mavis? Youngish woman with a little girl. I smell sadness there.’

Rooting noisily in a box of nails, Tom said, ‘I think you’ll find that smell is damp.’

‘That’s Lisa. She works part-time as a carer for the elderly.’ Sarah spilled what few beans she had; Lisa had been living with a guy called Graham, who’d moved out under a cloud of bad feeling after a string of very loud arguments.

‘Poor woman.’ Jane shook her head at the cruelty of life in general and men in particular. ‘How’s Lisa coping?’

Sarah couldn’t say.

‘I’ll invite her up for a glass of rosé,’ said Jane. ‘We’ll set the world to rights. I can babysit that little cutie if she ever wants to go out and drown her sorrows.’ Jane’s approach to her neighbours was highly un-London. ‘What’s her little girl called?’

It struck Sarah as shameful that she didn’t know that either. She passed the child several times a week, always touched by the little one’s self-possession and grazed knees. ‘They keep themselves to themselves.’ Sarah resorted to the hackneyed phrase trotted out by neighbours whenever there’s a massacre in a suburban road.

As the child of a single mother, Sarah should have been empathetic. Unless that was the very reason she avoided them.

‘And you?’ asked Jane, her foxy face intent. ‘What do you do, Sarah?’

‘I’m a psychologist.’ Sarah smiled at how much that impressed Jane. ‘A child psychologist, to be precise.’

‘A useful person.’ Tom approved.

‘Have you seen St Chad’s? It’s a big clinic a few roads away. We deal with CAMHs, mostly: children and adolescents mental health services. It’s an NHS service for children from local schools and children’s homes.’

‘Must be satisfying.’ Tom sounded envious.

‘It is.’ Sarah felt the truth of that simple statement. ‘It really is.’ Or was, up until that morning. ‘But we’re underfunded. Understaffed. All the classic gripes. We do our best.’

‘I knew you were one of the good guys,’ said Jane.

‘Note how she takes the credit for your career,’ said Tom.

Ignoring him, Jane asked the question Sarah dreaded. ‘And your love life?’

‘You don’t have to answer that,’ said Tom.

‘My love life’s missing, presumed dead.’

‘I don’t believe you. With all that hair and that lovely face?’ Jane was as biased as the most indulgent grandma. ‘Men go mad for women with a gap between their front teeth.’

‘Hardly.’ Sarah was being disingenuous: on their first date Leo had told her he couldn’t stop staring at her mouth.

‘Plus those come-to-bed eyes.’

Sarah’s eyes were indeed heavy-lidded, but they hadn’t invited anybody to bed for quite some time.

‘If I was a man,’ said Jane, ‘I’d fall for you on the spot. Tom? Wouldn’t you?’

‘If I was a man, you mean?’ Tom winked at Sarah, giving her the courage to say it out loud.

‘I’m divorced.’ It came out calmly enough, but inside, sirens blared as Sarah acknowledged Jane’s crestfallen, wish-I-hadn’t-asked sympathy. ‘Still a bit raw, really.’

‘How long?’ asked Jane, sombre now.

‘Six months.’ Sarah could have told them to the minute. ‘In fact,’ she went on, ‘it’s quite a funny story.’

The Royces drew nearer, but neither of them laughed as Sarah told them how Leo had begun his affair with Helena almost as soon as the younger woman moved into the flat below them. ‘I found out. We argued. I thought we’d get back on track. But no. He divorced me to be with her.’ Sarah left out Smith for the time being; Smith wasn’t the issue. ‘Right after the decree nisi, they got married and now my ex-husband lives in the flat below me with his new wife.’

Jane said, eventually, ‘I don’t think that’s funny at all’.’

‘Me neither,’ admitted Sarah.


Chapter Three
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A MAN GROWS MOST TIRED WHILE STANDING STILL



On the other side of the glass, a small girl with a closed face refused to answer the questions put to her by the matronly woman sitting opposite.

‘Talk, please, Nadia,’ whispered Sarah. She could see her colleague and little Nadia but they couldn’t see her. The two-way mirror made a voyeur of her.

Nadia – or Child R as she was known to the courts – had the translucent look of a trampled daisy. Sarah had worked with her for a month, slowly gaining her trust. There’d been a breakthrough of sorts, but working with children was a marathon, not a sprint. The notes Sarah had made, now on the matronly woman’s clipboard, outlined a careful plan to help Nadia deal with the abuse she’d suffered.

Sarah didn’t turn at the sound of the door opening.

‘This isn’t good for you,’ said a voice with a West Indian swing to it. ‘Come on, you. Out.’

‘How is Nadia? After Friday, I mean?’ Sarah followed Keeley to the kitchenette where a valiant kettle boiled all day long. St Chad’s clinic ran on tea.

‘As you know, Nadia isn’t your case any more, so I can’t comment.’ Keeley looked away, fussing with the mugs. ‘We picked up the pieces, OK?’

‘Pieces I broke.’

‘Don’t do that sullen thing, Sarah.’ Keeley’s fuse was short; she was overworked. ‘You had a little wobble.’ She softened. Theirs was a strong working relationship. As manager of the clinic, she supervised Sarah, sitting in on her sessions once a month, a reliable sounding board. ‘We all burn out. You get back on the bike and—’

‘It’s more than that.’ Sarah screwed up her face.

‘Tell me about what really happened on Friday.’ When Keeley had finally got through to Sarah, she’d admonished her for shutting her out. Sarah had heard the beads in Keeley’s hair hiss as Keeley shook with anger. She’d given Sarah Monday off to gather herself. ‘So . . . talk.’

In the chaotic cubbyhole that was Keeley’s office, Sarah moved files off an office chair and sat down. ‘I was in the consulting suite with Nadia. She was moody, picking her nails. Nadia always starts off like that, but I’ve worked out little ruses to relax her. There was this stupid joke I wanted to tell her. And . . .’

‘And?’ prompted Keeley, her voice gentle.

Sarah had thought of little else over the weekend. She closed her eyes and tried to make Keeley understand. ‘I couldn’t do it. I had no idea what to do next. I looked at Nadia and it was like one of those dreams where you’re in charge of an aeroplane and you don’t know what all the controls are for. So I ran away.’ Sarah was ashamed of that. She’d left Nadia sitting on the leatherette chair as she wrenched the door open and dashed down the pastel corridor. The receptionist had stood up, called her name, but Sarah kept going.

Nadia had said nothing; at seven she was already accustomed to adults letting her down. For a second, Sarah had hesitated before the revolving doors and contemplated going back to wrap Nadia in her arms and take her home. Best not share that with Keeley.

‘I often feel like running away.’

Sarah ignored that; Keeley would never desert St Chad’s. ‘It was as if Nadia was on one riverbank and I was on the other. I could see her but I couldn’t reach her. I couldn’t help her. If I can’t help, then what use am I?’

‘Nadia’s been reassigned.’

Sarah hated that word. It sounded as if Nadia had been tidied away. It was time to confess. ‘I can’t connect any more, Keeley.’ She saw her supervisor shift from one buttock to another, uneasy. ‘I’ve known it for a while. There’s a black hole in the centre of me and it’s eating my ability to reach out to the children.’

As she often did, Keeley surprised Sarah with a question that felt irrelevant. ‘How’s the work on the flat going?’

‘Fine,’ lied Sarah.

‘It must be getting near your deadline. End of an era.’

‘I suppose.’

‘Does that worry you?’

‘A little.’ Sarah’s heart now beat to the rhythm of the countdown, each tick louder than the last.

Compassionate but knife-sharp, Keeley subjected Sarah to one of her stares. ‘Let’s go through your recent history.’

‘Do we have to?’

‘I’m the boss, so yeah, we do.’ Keeley recited the significant events as if revising for a history exam. ‘In the past year, your husband has had an affair, the whole Smith thing came to a terrible end, Leo divorced you, then remarried, and now he lives under your nose with Helena. Or, as we like to call her, That Bitch.’ She shrugged. ‘I’d be worried if you didn’t wobble, to be honest.’

‘Stop calling it a wobble.’ Sarah loved Keeley for trying so hard, but facts had to be faced. She thudded her fist against her chest. ‘I don’t feel it here. There’s a blank inside me. I’m not the same as I was.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Keeley with feeling.

‘My heart’s not in it. It’s like I’m reading a textbook. We work with children, Keeley. They have the purest, simplest connection of all. How can I ask them to rely on me?’ Sarah was crying, much to her surprise. ‘How can I help them?’

Handing her a tissue, Keeley said, ‘I hear what you’re building up to, and no, I won’t accept your resignation.’

Wiping her nose, Sarah said, ‘You have to. I spent ages on the letter.’

‘You shouldn’t make major decisions in this state of mind.’

‘I’m a danger to the children.’

‘Lord help us!’ Keeley laughed a rollicking laugh. ‘Shut up, you drama queen.’ She was all bustle, keen to get on. Standing, stacking papers, she said, ‘I’m going to let you take a back seat. You know I haven’t had time to interview a replacement since what’s-her-name let us down.’ The clinic had – or should have – two people on the front desk, but the new girl had failed to turn up for work one morning and was never heard of again. ‘Take over her job. Just for a while.’ Keeley put on her glasses and looked sternly over them at Sarah. ‘While you recuperate.’ She closed her eyes and shook her head as Sarah tried to protest. The beads in her hair clacked, and settled again. ‘Don’t argue. If you’ve really lost your mojo then I’ll have to accept your resignation. The children are my priority. But try this first. We need you, Sarah.’

June stretched like a cat, the evenings longer, the air more sweet. As Sarah dawdled down Merrion Road after work, she heard a vacuum cleaner roaring inside Flat C. On the floor above, Leo’s blinds were down. The front door was opening and two figures emerged into the light. On the kerb, a parcel delivery guy squinted up at the house.

‘Can’t get a reply from Flat E,’ he said, foisting a package onto Sarah.

‘But—’ said Sarah to his disappearing back. The man didn’t know that he’d condemned her to another conversation with Mavis.

The figures leaving the house firmed up in the hard blast of the sun. ‘Hi Lisa!’ sang Sarah, doing Jane proud. She bent towards the little girl, whose round brown eyes were set in a moon face with a blob of nose in the centre. ‘I don’t know your name,’ she smiled.

‘That’s Una.’ Lisa looked down at the girl with a static face. Dark, spare and sharp-featured, she lived in a perpetual huff.

Accustomed to reading people, Sarah found Lisa’s refusal to meet her eye unnerving. ‘Where are you off to, Una?’

The therapeutic tone of voice, carefully shaved of excitable top notes or low notes of emotion, came easily.

The big eyes held Sarah’s as Una fidgeted with a button on her shirred dress.

‘Save your breath,’ said Lisa. ‘She’s given up talking, this one.’

‘Really?’ Sarah was careful not to overreact, not to show Lisa that she’d hit a nerve.

‘Yes, really.’ Lisa’s lips were thin, her tone uptight.

Sarah thought fast.

It would be madness to get involved. The parallels were too stark. Empathising with the child of a single mother was one thing, but now Una’s placid face stared back like a snapshot of Sarah’s past. A past she’d been glad to leave behind.

‘Could you help her?’ said Lisa suddenly. ‘You know, professionally. I heard you’re a child whatsit, aren’t you?’

‘I am indeed a child whatsit.’ It was too close to home, in so many ways. ‘Lisa, I can’t really, it’s a bit—’

Lisa’s scuffed face, accustomed to knock-backs, lost its light. ‘Forget I asked.’

‘Hang on.’ Sarah felt herself fracture; she couldn’t let a child slip through the net. ‘Of course I can help.’

‘Thank you,’ mouthed Lisa, blinking, grateful.

‘Take this card.’ Sarah rummaged through the slurry of receipts and wrappers in her bag.

Lisa grabbed it, greedily scanning the details.

‘Tell him I sent you. He’s one of the best.’

Lisa dropped her eyes. ‘I thought you’d . . . OK. Ta.’

‘Call him!’ Sarah repeated as Lisa tugged Una down the path. She watched them both until they were lost from sight, knowing the little face would remain with her all evening. At St Chad’s, when Sarah despaired of making a difference, Keeley reminded her ‘we can’t save everybody’. She told herself that Una would be OK. Things would work out. I was OK, thought Sarah. Eventually.

She could have left Mavis’s parcel on the hall table, but her weapons-grade conscience forced her downstairs. From within Flat E, Peck made hoarse threats. ‘And you, mate,’ muttered Sarah, jumping back as the door flew open. Half expecting to see a man-sized cockatoo, she was relieved that it was only Mavis.

‘What are you up to?’

‘Nothing. Just . . .’ Sarah held out the package.

‘That was kind of you,’ said Mavis.

Taken aback by Mavis’s civility, Sarah was as mute as Una.

‘Was there anything else?’

The tiny blue eyes were so vivid, so quick, that Sarah found herself staring, seeing for the first time the ruins of beauty in Mavis’s face.

Behind his owner, Peck bobbed indignantly on his perch, his own eyes – two suspicious raisins – also fixed on Sarah. ‘Fool,’ he cried, fanning out the immaculate white feathers on his head. ‘Scrawny cow.’

‘How are you, Mavis?’ Sarah had to ask. This woman, however crotchety, had just lost her sister.

‘How,’ replied Mavis, ‘do you think I am?’

‘I think you’re feeling low. There may be shock. Many people feel anger, or even guilt.’

‘Guilt?’ Mavis spat the word. ‘Why guilt?’

‘It’s only natural,’ said Sarah. ‘When my father died—’

‘My situation’s nothing like that.’ Quivering, furious, Mavis stepped back, the dark fog of her flat lapping at her outline.

‘Of course not, no.’ Wrong-footed, Sarah regretted throwing Mavis a lifebelt; the old bat had thrown it back, and tried to concuss her with it. ‘I’m sorry, I—’

The door was half closed, but those blazing eyes were still on Sarah’s. There was anger there, without a doubt, but Sarah perceived something else. The letter piped up again and despite Sarah’s misgivings she applied the magic formula. Mavis was, first and foremost, lonely. ‘Look, it’s silly you being on your own down here and me on my own up there, so why don’t I make us both something to eat and we can—’

The door slammed so resoundingly that the brass letter ‘E’ fell off and bounced on the stained carpet.

‘Leopards. Spots,’ said Sarah to herself as she took the stairs.

The official term for Flat A was ‘work in progress’, but a more honest description was ‘Ground Zero’.

It had been a sound notion to knock through from the sitting room to the cell-sized third bedroom, but now the hole gaped like a wound. Ragged squares of paint colours – aqua, coral, and a daring red – framed the gap.

The bare bones of Sarah’s home were classic, with the original windows and all-important ‘flow’ that interiors magazines drool over. The kitchen had the window seat she’d dreamed about as a child. In theory, the second bedroom doubled as a dressing room, which sounded luxurious but which was in reality a camp bed and a clothes rail.

Her own bedroom, the ‘master’, was strenuously simple, a respite from the anarchy of the other rooms. Just a bed with a silk cover the colour of pistachios. A muslin square tacked over the window softened the sunshine to golden talc.

Their plan had been to flip it.

‘How have you never heard that term before?’ Leo had been in love with Sarah back then, and found her ignorance enchanting. ‘It means we buy a neglected flat in a good area. We set a strict budget and refurbish it quickly with all the current must-haves. Let’s say, a dressing room, an en suite, a range cooker. Then – bam! – we sell. In and out. Big profit. Move on and do it again. Soon we’ll have enough to buy that dream house of yours.’

Before Leo, the dream house had been just that, a dream. With him, it felt achievable. It would have a garden, and open fires. It would be full of cushions and books. Sarah didn’t want a mansion; she wanted a home.

Instead, she was marooned in a failed flip, staring at a workload that had been ambitious for two. For one it was daunting. Sarah changed into the baggy overalls she wore every evening. She put her hands on her hips and said, ‘Right!’ out loud.

Then she said, ‘Yeah!’

After that she said, ‘Let’s go!’

Long menus had the same effect on Sarah. Faced with too much choice she could never decide between an omelette and a full roast dinner. There was so much to do in the flat she was paralysed.

It didn’t help that she was a novice. She’d relied on Leo to know about things like grouting, or spirit levels. She had two spirit levels and used one of them as a paperweight.

The deadline was set in stone. It had to be met. It was now mid-June, and by the end of August the flat had to be a clean, blank canvas for the next owner. Both a whip and a carrot, the deadline merely added to the paralysis.

It’ll be good to move on, Sarah told herself, picking idly through a toolbox, looking for sandpaper. The sitting-room door needed to be painted, which meant it first had to be sanded down; every project involved at least two or three steps, she’d discovered. Moving on, the healthy thing to do.

A new home, probably a new job. It was the thought of a new man that revealed the flaws in her optimism. Sarah had one foot in her marriage; everything had happened so fast she’d been left spinning while everybody else got used to the new order. She was still Leo’s, even if he was no longer hers.

Sarah bought a lottery ticket every week, hoping to win enough to buy Leo’s half of the property. The lottery had so far yielded nothing, and Sarah had no obligingly frail rich aunts who might die and leave her a fortune.

She applied the rectangle of sandpaper to the panelled door. It was easy at first, swiping it over the wood, but soon her fingers were sanded too, and the repetitive movement put a strain on her arm. The rhythm and the sssh-sssh hypnotised her. Her mind wandered.

A creature of habit, Sarah’s mind always wandered to the same place. Hours had been lost to standing with a tool in her hand, staring into space.

Sarah had tried to hate Leo. Hatred was the sensible option, but Sarah couldn’t think of him as the real Leo. The new model was so different to the one she’d met seven years ago it must be suffering a malfunction.

The real Leo had been the first man to properly excite Sarah. There’d been school boyfriends she’d tolerated, enduring football-based chat in order to get to the snogging part of the evening. In her twenties there’d been handsome man-boys who’d left her cold when their lips locked. But worldly Leo – older, raffish, wicked – had put a match to Sarah’s desire.

They met amongst old things. Sarah had wandered into a Denmark Hill bric-a-brac shop, whiling away her lunch break from the Maudsley hospital. Leo, sizing up a rival’s stock, eyeballed her as she mooched.

The untidy, upper-class, flamboyantly haired guy hadn’t piqued her interest until he leaned across and said, ‘Do you know what that is you’re looking at?’

‘Of course.’ Sarah hastily scanned the label. ‘It’s a commode.’ Up close, his grape-green eyes were naughty, as if he’d heard a joke he wasn’t yet ready to share.

‘And you know what a commode is?’

‘It’s, um, a chair.’ Living in a forest of Ikea, Sarah had little interest in antiques. The throne-like chair was ugly; that she did know.

‘Not quite.’ Leo lifted the hinged seat to reveal a chamber pot. ‘It’s a discreet bog.’

‘Handy,’ grimaced Sarah.

‘I’m Leo,’ said Leo.

‘I’m not,’ said Sarah.

She played hard to get. For a whole hour. By the time he walked her back to the antiseptic maelstrom of the Maudsley, Sarah had decided that this Leo guy wasn’t gangly but rakish, that he didn’t look like an aristocratic tramp but had been manufactured in some celestial factory just for her.

Every time they met – in theatres and galleries, rather than the usual pubs and clubs – Sarah’s blood fizzed in her veins like the good champagne he introduced her to. He was, she decided, amazing, with the superpower to make everything around him equally amazing.

Including me. Sarah felt amazing. And powerful, and sexual. As if she mattered.

For Sarah, love equalled Leo. The two words were even spelled alike; just jumble up the letters and excise that spiky ‘V’.

Theirs was a short courtship. The language Leo used was extravagant; she’d ‘entranced’ and ‘possessed’ him. He wanted to meet her parents; like a suitor of old, he had a special question to ask her father.

Sarah was stung into silence. Hadn’t he listened? She was certain she’d told Leo about her father’s death, precisely because it wasn’t something she spoke about readily. Not the whole story, not yet, but she was sure she’d told him the bare bones . . . Sarah ironed out this bump in their smooth road by blaming her memory.

‘Brace yourself,’ she warned as they pulled up outside her mother’s house.

Leo needed a whisky after they left. ‘I see what you mean, darling. She’s . . .’

‘Isn’t she just?’

That was the moment to tell him about what her mother had done, about the consequences Sarah had suffered, but she missed her chance. Leo was already yammering on about this incredible little bistro, where he would kiss her in a dark corner and give her an extra-special present. By midnight, Sarah was wearing an emerald ring and doodling ‘Sarah Lynch-Harrison’ on a napkin.

The age difference didn’t matter. If anything, she relished it, the psychologist in her ignoring the words ‘Father Figure’ picked out in neon lettering. Sarah grew up in Leo’s arms.

Her mother’s approval of Leo felt like a jinx, but while it lasted Sarah had beaten the curse, repeated throughout her childhood: You’re just like your father!

A diehard daddy’s girl, Sarah had lived through the carnage her dad left behind when he moved out of the family home. She loved her father with the fierceness of a daughter, but she didn’t want to be the person her mother described. Sarah was loyal and steady; these were the qualities she valued in others.

A suspicion flared early on, that Leo preferred the beginnings of things, but he was sexy, he was loving, and he would protect her from her mother. After six years of marriage – and a slight, inevitable dulling of passion – Leo began an affair with Helena.

‘Why?’ sobbed Sarah when she found a sext on his phone.

‘You’ve changed,’ shouted Leo. ‘You’re never here, Sarah! When I get back from the Old Church, you’re either at that bloody clinic or downstairs doing God knows what with . . .’ He hadn’t needed to supply the name. They’d both known he was talking about Smith.

By that time, Leo and Helena had been sleeping together for three months. Once the first shock had subsided, the aftershocks delivered more nasty surprises. It was a terrible blow to her confidence, not only as a woman but as a psychologist: Sarah wondered bleakly how on earth she could expect to connect with troubled children when she hadn’t even noticed the man she knew best in the world was being unfaithful to her.

The sandpaper was idle in Sarah’s hand. Confucius was right again; it was bloody hard work standing still. These excursions into the past exhausted her, but her mind circled the endless conundrum: how does such a bond dissolve? Her marriage had been strong and vigorous, like an oak. But even oaks topple, and this one had crushed Flat A.

With sarcastic timing, the sound of a popping cork ricocheted up from the flat below.

Sarah froze at the sound of footsteps thundering up the stairs. She threw down the sandpaper and pushed at her hair, rearranging her features as Leo banged on the door.

Framed in the doorway, Leo was too real for Sarah to take in. They’d passed on the stairs, pretended not to see each other in the street, but they hadn’t spoken since his wedding day.

‘Leo,’ she said, hoping it sounded indifferent, knowing it sounded excited.

‘Isn’t it time,’ said Leo, his head on one side, his face pleated into a poignant smile, ‘we kissed and made up?’

It was so close to the storyboard of her nightly dreams that Sarah was lost for words.

Stepping into view, Helena said, ‘He’s right. Have a glass of fizzy-pops.’ She brandished a bottle. ‘Friends?’ she said, her lipstick too glossy, her voice too sickly.

‘I’ve gone off champagne,’ managed Sarah.

‘Are you demurring, Lynch?’ Leo looked directly at her; this hadn’t happened since Helena happened.

It was a rush, like a shot of tequila. He was playful, sunny. Leo had never looked so tall, so rumpled and earthy. She missed him with every lonely inch of her neglected body.

‘Because,’ Leo went on, ‘when you demur, I pooh-pooh.’ He barged in and the flat was suddenly alive and sparkling. Helena followed, dragging Sarah by the hand.

Up close, Helena was unlikely. Nobody could stroll around amongst mere mortals with skin that creamy, décolletage that mountainous, hair that sleek. Clothes, however minimal, seemed extraneous: she was designed to be naked, her tanned, polished, waxed and buffed body as smoothly perfect as a doll’s. This happy friendliness was not her usual style; before the affair, Helena had ignored Sarah. After it, she’d ignored her even harder. ‘The things I’d do with this place!’ She looked around, a firework in a coal mine, at the mess. ‘You know my apartment’s doubled in price?’

Sarah thought she must be imagining it, but no, Leo was smirking at her over his wife’s head. They used to laugh about their pretentious new neighbour, wincing when she called her flat an ‘apartment’.

Accepting the booze she didn’t want, Sarah’s fingers touched Leo’s as he handed her a glass. She wondered if he noticed. ‘What are we celebrating?’

‘Life,’ said Leo, with a collaborative look at Helena that sliced through Sarah like cheese wire. ‘It’s too short to waste on bad feeling. We all said things we regret. Can we put it behind us?’

Sarah felt railroaded – Leo was downsizing their divorce to a tiff – but she also felt flattered. Yes, that fluttery feeling in her chest was elation that Leo had noticed her again. That he’d been moved enough by memories of their relationship to mount the stairs and make a speech. ‘Why not?’ She raised her glass awkwardly.

‘You angel,’ said Leo.

Sarah knew his every look. He was admiring her. It was a long time since Sarah had been admired.

It was clear that Helena was oblivious to the ley lines that ran between the exes. Swinging her hair – she did this often enough for it to count as a hobby – she’d reached the end of her attention span. ‘So, buddy.’ She clicked her fingers at Leo. ‘Let’s grab a cab and get to town.’ She turned towards Sarah. ‘We’re having supper at Claridge’s.’

‘Ooh,’ said Sarah dutifully.

Leo’s eyes opened wide and the boyish happiness of his expression threw Sarah down a time tunnel. When he woke up in their bed with that expression on his face it meant that by lunchtime they’d be on a ferry to France, or at the top of the Shard, or making love under a tree beside an ignored picnic. ‘Come with us, darling!’

‘I’m hardly dressed for it.’ Sarah looked down at her overalls.

‘You used to love surprises,’ he said sadly, as if she was dead.

Helena said nothing, but she didn’t have to; the daggers that flew from her eyes did all the talking.

‘No? Fine.’ Leo gave in, crestfallen. He was optimum Leo today, bubbling over with wicked fun, hair flopping, big hands never still. ‘Then at least, please, just for me, will you girls get together for a coffee at some point?’

The ‘girls’ shuffled their feet and made small, negative noises, but Leo was a steamroller. Throwing an arm around each of them, he pulled them together like nervy cats. ‘My two favourite women in the world should be chums.’
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