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To Kersti






PROLOGUE

A scream ripped through the air. She didn’t know if it came from her, or from him as his hands flew up to cover his face, or from the car itself as it left the road with a screech of tyres on tarmac. Then silence, the tree filling the windscreen, its leaves black in the headlights. A crunch of metal and the lights went out. Her face rammed hard against something, pain flowered in bright colours inside her skull. She tilted her face and opened her eyes, seeing blues and reds and nasty purples. There was a silence in the car. Terror washed through her, and the terror was bigger than the pain.

‘Please help me,’ Jude said to no one at all.



They had been driving back from a party in Liam’s rusty old Fiat, with one of its wing mirrors held in place by tape and an ominous rattle on steep hills. Jude and Liam were in the front, Yolanda and Benny in the back, though Benny was passed out, his head on Yolanda’s shoulder and his mouth open, and Yolanda was also fast asleep. Jude looked at the clock on the dashboard: it was two in the morning, but still warm after a sweltering day. It felt like the sky might split open at any moment and a flood of rain would soak into the parched, cracked earth.

It had been a hot summer. Jude thought of sitting her A levels in May and June, the sun glaring through the large windows and her fingers slippery on the pen, beads of sweat on her forehead and damp patches under her arms. That seemed like another world away because since the middle of June she had been in love. Stupid and dizzy and glorious with love, in love as never before. Her body ached with it. She could feel where his fingers had touched her; her lips were sore. At the party he had taken her into the garden and kissed her until she would have lain down on the lawn in full sight, but he’d whispered, ‘Later,’ his breath hot in her ear. And now it was later: they would drop off Yolanda, haul Benny out of the car and onto his front steps, and drive into the woods. He had a blanket in the boot of his car. She didn’t mind if it rained; she imagined their wet bodies pressed against each other and a shiver of anticipation rippled through her.

She looked over at him and he felt her looking and put his hand on her thigh, through the thin material of her dress. Liam Birch: not her type at all. Liam was not on track; Jude was. She had known she was going to be a doctor since she was at primary school and she had worked for years to get there, never letting up. She had a place at medical school and as long as her results were all right, and she was sure they would be, in six weeks she would be heading to Bristol.

Liam didn’t know what he was going to do next. He was good with his hands. He could fix almost anything and he could pick up a pencil and in a few strokes create something vivid, startling. Jude had said he should go to art school and he would shrug his shoulders and say he would see what happened – as if it wasn’t really his decision to make, as if life just rolled him over and carried him along. Maybe he would go travelling, he said; get away from this medium-sized town in the middle of England where he had lived all his life with his parents and his little brother. She looked down at the hand that lay warm and heavy on her thigh. What would happen when she went to university? They hadn’t talked about the future, just as they hadn’t talked much about the past. She didn’t know a great deal about Liam’s family, his childhood, his previous relationships. What mattered was now, and here, and the lovely loosening of her body when he touched her, when she thought of him touching her, and the way he looked at her and said her name.

They hadn’t been at the same school. Liam had gone to the large sixth-form college on the outskirts of the Shropshire town they both lived in, Jude to the comprehensive. But she had been aware of him, a tall lanky figure with dark hair that needed cutting and clothes that never looked new: ripped jeans, T-shirts with mysterious words on them, a weird green jacket that on someone else would have looked terrible but he carried it off. She had seen him over the past two years, walking along the streets in a group of other teenagers, smoking, swigging from cans, looking cool and impossibly worldly.

A few days after her last exam, a friend introduced her to him at a party. She waited for him to say, ‘Hey, Jude,’ and laugh at his own wit, but he didn’t. She waited for him to turn away and go back to his gang, but he didn’t do that either. He told her about a baby fox he had run over that day, how he’d thought at first it was a little child who’d run into the road. The fox was still alive and squealing piteously and passers-by had quickly gathered to watch. He’d had to kill it, he said, smashing a stone from the kerbside against its head, and then take the body and dump it in the woods. He had carried it for almost half an hour, hot and rank in his arms. He was a bit stoned. His pupils were large; his eyes dark, almost black, in the dim light. Jude was surprised by how friendly he seemed, and how young. Almost – well, almost ordinary. Just a handsome boy.

For the first few weeks, it had been a gorgeous secret that she hugged to herself. She didn’t tell her friends, because she didn’t want them rolling their eyes or saying anything that would make it seem unimportant or too important or too surprising. She didn’t want to hear that one of them had been with him, or knew of someone who had, or had heard something about him, about his recklessness and his sudden inexplicable bursts of anger. She didn’t want anyone to say: ‘You need to watch out for that one.’ Even now, she was reticent about telling people. Every so often they went to parties together, like tonight, and only yesterday they had spent the day by the river with a group of friends. She had talked about him to Rosie, lying in the long grass by the river and speaking to the blue sky. But she hadn’t told her parents: she knew they would be alarmed by Liam, who smoked weed, took pills, sometimes looked a bit unwashed, and wouldn’t be going to university. Maybe that was the attraction: he was someone her parents wouldn’t approve of. In any case she was leaving for Bristol in September. He was her in-between time, her summer, her escape.

‘I feel a bit sick,’ said Yolanda, half-waking in the back of the car.

‘Wind down the window,’ Liam said.

‘I might be sick.’

‘Not in my car, you won’t.’

‘It won’t be long till we’re at your house,’ said Jude. ‘Tell us if we should pull over though.’

But Yolanda didn’t answer because she had fallen back to sleep. A gurgling snore came from her, then a grunt.

Jude felt a bit tipsy herself. Liam had drunk a lot, too, and taken who knew what else? But it was only a short journey. A few large drops of rain landed on the windscreen. She put a hand up to touch his face and felt his lips smile.

Then: ‘Fuck,’ he said, or shouted.

Because there was a sharp bend in the road but the car sped onwards, off the road, towards the tree. Terrible slow motion. Terrible clarity of disaster, and a world that would never be the same again.

A scream ripped through the air.



Jude couldn’t tell which way her body was facing. Her head rang with pain, one side, then the other. Yolanda was sobbing wildly in the back. Benny wasn’t saying anything at all.

‘Are you hurt?’ said Liam urgently in the darkness.

‘I can’t see.’ Jude put up a hand and found her face, which was warm and sticky. ‘I’m bleeding,’ she said.

‘Can you get out of the car?’ said Liam.

‘I don’t know. Yolanda? Benny? Are you okay? What’s happened? What’s going to happen?’

Liam climbed out, came round to her side, helped her out too. She couldn’t stand, her legs were shaking too much, and he sat her on the grass bank. She could make out his pale face. He returned for Yolanda, who stumbled away from the car and was violently sick on the road. Jude heard the splatter of vomit.

It started to rain. She heard Liam talking to Benny.

‘Is he breathing?’

‘Yeah, he’s breathing. He needs help, though. I’ll make a call.’

‘Do you have to?’

Liam squatted beside her and wiped the blood from her face with the hem of his T-shirt. He seemed remarkably calm, almost nonchalant. ‘It’ll be all right.’

Tears and rain were stinging her face. Her tongue was swollen in her mouth. ‘This is a nightmare.’

Liam was talking into his phone. How could he be so calm? Jude leaned forward and cradled her face in her hands. She heard Yolanda sobbing and the wind blowing in the trees and somewhere an owl out there in the wet darkness.

Then from far off a siren.



The ambulance arrived first and, a few minutes later, a police car, then another, blue lights flashing on woods and on the car’s bonnet buried in the tree, on the pale scared faces of its four passengers. The paramedics lifted Benny onto a stretcher and he opened his eyes at last.

‘Get off, will you?’ he said. ‘What’s going on?’

A woman bent over Jude speaking in a kind voice, but Jude couldn’t make out the words. There was a roaring in her head. But she heard the words a police officer spoke to Liam, asking if it was his car.

He said it was. She lifted her head and he looked at her and smiled. As if it was a joke, thought Jude. As if none of this really mattered: just one of those things.

He was asked if he had been driving, whether he had been drinking, whether they had all been wearing seatbelts. He was told that he was going to be tested.

She saw Liam shrug. The blue light flickered over his face. Everything became confused once more until she saw him being led towards the open door of one of the police cars. He looked round at her and lifted a hand in what looked like a gesture of farewell.



That was the end, really. The end of Liam and Jude and the glorious agony of first love, the end of her summer, the end of her childhood.

Jude stayed in hospital for two days. She had received a head injury and they wanted to keep her under observation. She had a broken nose that the young doctor assured her would mend and leave no scar. A gash in her forehead needed twelve stitches. The day after the accident, she didn’t recognise herself in the mirror, her face swollen, her skin all purples and deep browns and murky greens.

‘You could have been killed,’ said her mother.

‘What were you thinking, getting in a car with someone who was drunk?’ said her father.

Her parents looked at each other and asked about Liam. Who was he? Why had she been in his car?

Jude winced. ‘He’s just a boy I know,’ she said.

Just a boy. Her boy. She tried calling him and he didn’t pick up. She sent a text, several texts, saying she urgently had to see him, and he wrote back saying things were a bit complicated, but not to worry about him. He was fine. He probably wouldn’t be going to prison, just have to do a bit of community service. ‘Travel plans on hold,’ he wrote.

Prison. The word made her feel sick.

When Jude got out of hospital she went to his house. The door opened and she felt a sudden rush of panic and excitement at the sight of Liam but then saw it wasn’t Liam. It was someone who looked like Liam but was younger, less formed, less assured. He said that he was Liam’s brother, Dermot. He said that Liam wasn’t there, that nobody was there. Apart from you, Jude said, and he blushed. She asked if Liam was all right and Dermot said he was all right, a bit shaken up.

She looked at this boy – what was he? Fifteen? Sixteen? – and asked him to tell his brother that she wanted to see him. No, she corrected herself: she needed to see him. She added with a shake in her voice that it mustn’t be like this. Please, she said. Please. The words hung in the air between them. Liam’s brother looked for a moment as if he wanted to say something, but instead he simply nodded and she turned and left.

For several days, she sat listlessly in the living room at home, a blanket over her in spite of the heat, her head throbbing and her face turning to mauve and yellow, and watched daytime TV. Friends came to see her, exclaiming over the exciting awfulness of what had happened. She tried to smile and tried to talk. They brought body lotion and brownies they’d baked. Rosie gave her a vast pot plant which she said Jude should take to university with her, but which died within a week.

The crash was like a garish nightmare, remembered in fragments. Liam was like a figure in a fading dream. Sometimes she woke in the early hours and found she was crying.

She collected her results, which were better than predicted. So she would go to Bristol and she would become a doctor. Her life was still on track.

Liam’s life was still not on track. Benny told Jude that his results weren’t great. ‘He knew they wouldn’t be,’ he said, as if that was a comfort. ‘He’s not that bothered. You know what he’s like.’

What was he like?

For weeks she thought about him all the time and then, bit by bit, it was easier not to think about him.

It had only been three months of her life: three intense, giddying months that had burned a hole in her life.

A few days before she was due to leave for Bristol, she saw him in the street with a girl. They were walking away from her, but she would have recognised him anywhere: the tall figure in tatty jeans; the slightly loping walk as if he couldn’t be bothered to lift his feet; the dark, unruly hair. She started to cry, thick tears sliding down her cheeks that weren’t bruised any more, into her mouth. But she didn’t try to catch up with him; instead she turned away and walked in the other direction.

She thought that she would never see him again.






ONE


It had been a routine night shift. Jude had been called down multiple times to the casualty department. Three women in their eighties, one woman in her nineties. Three had fallen. One had been brought in unconscious. Two were severely confused. The wards had been quiet. Not literally quiet. A patient with dementia was calling for her mother over and over again. A male patient woke up repeatedly and shouted something unintelligible in a frenzied tone and went back to sleep and then woke up again and shouted the same fearful words. Jude had talked to the duty nurse about his medication but decided to leave it as it was.

Years before she’d had a placement in an A & E department at a hospital in south London. Friends of hers who had done that job said they enjoyed the adrenaline, the sense of not knowing what you would be doing in five minutes’ time. Jude had never felt that. She didn’t feel much adrenaline in treating the drunken fights, the drunken accidents, the drunken car crashes. You would fix them and send them away. Or you couldn’t fix them and you would send them on to someone who could fix them. And sometimes, horribly, there were the mangled dead or the dying and she never got used to that.

When she chose geriatrics, her friends seemed surprised. Didn’t she find it depressing? No, she didn’t. She did the things other doctors did, making diagnoses, prescribing drugs, ordering tests. But she also felt like a doctor from an earlier age, when sometimes all one could do was to sit with a patient, hold their hand, talk to them, listen to them, attend. Behind everything, the mask of old age, they were as funny and complicated and fucked up as everyone else. Every time she was able to send a patient home, a little better than when they came in, without pain perhaps, able to walk unaided, it felt like a victory.

She looked at her phone. The 94-year-old woman should be having her X-ray. Jude made a mental note to check up on her before she left. Then she got cross with herself and made a real note. Mental notes were useless.

She looked at the board on the wall next to the nurses’ station. Nothing she hadn’t dealt with. She walked across to the nurse behind the desk and asked if anyone had called from A & E.

The nurse shook her head. ‘They’re terrible down there. They never get back to you. They never return calls.’ She tapped her finger on the desk. ‘But then as soon as they want something.’

‘I know,’ said Jude. ‘Tell me about it.’

These shared complaints about the inefficiency and the arrogance of other departments – that was how they bonded.

‘Someone called for you,’ said the nurse.

‘Did you take their number?’

‘No, I mean called. Came here. Asked to see you.’

‘Which department?’

‘I don’t think he’s from the hospital. I said you were working. He said he’d wait downstairs.’

Jude was puzzled. Who would come to her work? In the middle of the night?

‘That’s weird. Was it something serious?’

The nurse shook her head.

‘I don’t think so. He just said he’d wait. It didn’t seem so urgent. He’s down at the main reception.’

Jude looked up at the clock. Six-thirty. Half an hour left, and this was often the busiest part of her shift. She had to carry out all her usual duties while preparing to hand over to the incoming registrar and then actually handing over. At times it felt that some vengeful God sent in a really tricky case just as she was preparing to leave. The unconscious woman was proving complicated. It was probably a stroke but the woman had a multitude of other conditions and after a confusing and inadequate conversation with the carer, an inconclusive examination and a series of phone calls, Jude looked up and saw it was twenty past seven.

She walked into the little office where she kept her coat and her bag and her keys and, as she always did, she took a moment, letting her thoughts settle. Was there anything she might have missed? She couldn’t think of anything.

She got out her phone, looked at it and blinked. There was a faint aura around it as if it was glowing. Sometimes this was just tiredness but usually it wasn’t. Usually it was the sign that a migraine was coming. It almost never happened during work. It was as if her brain was politely waiting until she did what she had to get done. It would give her enough time to get home and then the headache would start. Sometimes the medication would stop it, if she took it in time. She started to check her messages.

She and Nat had a wedding to prepare. Often she wished they could have simply gone to the register office the two of them, with a couple of friends for witnesses. But Nat had said that it was a great excuse for a party and his mother would never forgive him if her son didn’t have a proper wedding and from there it had grown like a fungus. It had taken months to settle on the right venue and now that that was settled, there was the catering and the flowers and checking the numbers and there was her dress. The gathering migraine sent out a little flash of pain as Jude allowed herself to think about that. She didn’t wear long dresses and shoes with heels; she wore men’s suits from charity shops, jumpsuits, jeans, walking boots and sandals and pumps, anything that made her feel agile, ready for a quick getaway. But Nat wrinkled his nose when she said that and then laughed anxiously, trying to make it into a joke. He wanted her to be a bride; he was anticipating her in soft focus, wearing something pale and feminine as she looked at him with tenderness and said, ‘I do’.

She felt guilty complaining, even to herself. Nat was doing the hard work. Every so often he would come to her with a choice. Would she like this or that? This food? That wine? This decoration?

Her phone rang and she knew who it was before she even looked. When she worked nights, it was as if she and Nat were in different time zones, even though they were living together. She would get home, exhausted, just as he was leaving for his office in Lambeth, where he worked as public health project officer. Sometimes she would miss him altogether.

‘Good morning,’ she said.

‘Any dramas?’

‘Just the usual.’

The events of the night were already fading, like when she woke after a deep sleep and could feel the memories of her dreams slipping away.

‘Shall we meet for breakfast? I can set off in a few minutes.’

‘Lovely. Usual place then.’

Normally she left the hospital by the side entrance, but when she reached the ground floor she turned and headed for the main entrance.

In the reception area, there were a number of people around, sitting on benches, clustered in groups, talking, reading, waiting.

‘You look different,’ said a voice. ‘But you also look exactly the same.’

Jude had forgotten that someone was waiting to see her.

She turned her head and there he was: he was tall, about her own age, dark tangled hair, bearded, eyes that were almost black. He was dressed in jeans and a battered grey jacket. He had a richly patterned cotton scarf knotted around his neck.

‘You’re hard to track down,’ he said.

She didn’t recognise him.

And then she recognised him.

‘You’re kidding,’ she said, a smile forming.

It was Liam.






TWO


‘You’re a doctor.’ And Liam smiled that soft slow smile that brought the past back so vividly that Jude felt it in her stomach.

She looked around, as if she needed to reassure herself that this was true, that she really was a doctor and this really was a hospital.

‘Yes, yes, I am. Just about.’

‘It was what you always wanted.’

It was impossible to exchange small talk with this ghost who had come out of her past.

‘I never thought I’d see you again.’

‘Yes, I know,’ he said slowly. ‘I mean, I don’t exactly know. But it was complicated.’

She looked at him and couldn’t look away. She didn’t know what to say.

‘Can we get a coffee?’ he said. ‘Unless you’ve got somewhere to go.’

‘I’m on my way home. It’s my bedtime.’

‘Maybe decaffeinated coffee, then.’

She shook her head and smiled. ‘Nothing keeps me awake after a night shift. I’d like to have coffee.’

They left the hospital and crossed Whitechapel Road and Jude led them up Brick Lane to a small café that had recently opened, all soft chairs and rough wooden tables. She suddenly remembered Nat, about to set off to the hospital to meet her – she hoped he hadn’t left by now. She took out her phone and texted him: Sorry! Emergency. Can’t do breakfast. See you this evening. xxxx

They faced each other across the table. Jude felt giddy with the strangeness of it.

‘Do you want breakfast?’ she asked. ‘Eggs or something?’

He shook his head and ordered coffee for them both. Her hunger had vanished. As the young woman behind the counter prepared the drinks, Jude and Liam simply looked at each other without speaking. The silence didn’t feel strange or embarrassing.

When the coffee arrived, Jude took a packet from her pocket, extracted two pink pills and swallowed them with a gulp of coffee. Liam looked quizzical.

‘I’ve got a migraine coming on. This sometimes stops it.’

‘You never used to get them, did you?’

‘No. They began shortly after…’ She stopped. After the crash; that was when they had begun. ‘I get them a lot. Colours start looking strange and then I go to bed for a few hours.’

‘Anyway, congratulations,’ said Liam, holding up his coffee cup.

‘What about?’

‘About your upcoming marriage.’

‘How do you know about that?’

‘Someone told me. When I was tracking you down.’

Jude laughed. ‘Tracking me down? What are you, a private detective?’

‘Just an old friend.’ He sipped his coffee. ‘A doctor, like you always said you’d be. You did it.’

Jude’s throat felt tight. She had thought she would never see Liam again, and yet over the years she had imagined meeting him: by chance, on a bus, on a street, in a crowd of people, walking in the Clee Hills by her parents’ house in Shropshire. Because there were things that she needed to say, had needed to say for over a decade, although now the moment had actually come she didn’t know how to start saying them.

‘I should be the one tracking you down,’ she said, haltingly. ‘I know that you…’ She stopped. ‘I’ve never forgotten.’

He frowned, as if he was considering this. When he spoke, he didn’t seem angry or even sad. Just reflective, as if he were talking about someone else.

‘I made some choices,’ he said. ‘Not always good choices. You probably heard about how I messed up my exams, on top of everything else.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘That’s all right. It happens. And things are better now, on the whole. I’ve got some stuff to sort out but I’m fine.’ He paused a beat and then smiled – not ironically or one of his knowing half-smiles, but a smile that transformed his face and made him look younger. ‘I’ve got a little kid,’ he said. ‘Alfie. He’s one now.’

Jude blinked. ‘Wow. A son! Does he look like you?’

‘People say so. Poor little guy.’

‘That’s so nice.’ She wanted to cry but didn’t know why. She smiled instead.

‘Yeah, well.’

Jude took a deep breath. ‘I need to say something.’

‘All right.’

‘First, before I say it. I’m with Nat and I’m lucky to have him and we’re going to get married, well, you know that, and we’re buying a place together.’

‘Good.’ His tone was dry.

She put out a hand and gripped his; it was dry and warm and his fingers curled around hers.

‘No, listen, I’m being serious. I had to say that first, because I really want to say something else.’ She took another breath. ‘I loved you so much, Liam, back then. I was smitten. Blown away. You were all I could think about. And for ages after, I thought about you. For years, really.’

Jude almost gasped as she had said this. She had never said anything like this to him at the time. She had never said anything like this out loud. She thought of Nat and felt a stab of guilt.

Liam shook his head slowly. ‘You turned my life upside down too, you know.’

‘And then it got taken away. After the crash.’ Now Jude spoke very carefully and slowly. ‘When I look back on it, it’s like a kind of fairy tale. This awful thing happened and at the end of it, I got everything I wanted and you lost most of what you wanted.’ Jude looked at Liam but she couldn’t see any response. She couldn’t tell what he felt. ‘Afterwards, you rejected me. You didn’t want to see me. I felt you hated the sight of me because of what we had been through and then I went into a tunnel and tried to pretend none of it had ever happened. I’m ashamed of that.’

‘It was ten years ago,’ said Liam softly.

‘Eleven,’ said Jude. ‘More than eleven.’

‘We were just kids.’

‘I know. And here we are, all grown up.’

She looked down at her coffee. She had barely even touched it. She took a sip. It was cold. Without asking her, Liam picked up the two coffee cups, took them over to the counter and came back with two fresh ones.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘Drink it before it gets cold too.’

Jude sipped her coffee; her head buzzed mildly.

‘You haven’t asked me why I got back in touch with you.’

‘It’s a shock. I’m still processing it all. Okay, so why have you got back in touch with me?’

Liam grinned and suddenly he looked just like when he was a teenager, when she was in love with him, and she could feel it right in her chest.

‘I want you to do me a favour,’ he said. His eyes were black as sloes.

‘A favour?’

‘Yes.’

‘What kind of favour?’

He took a piece of paper from his pocket and pushed it across the table. She took it. It was an address: Springs Cottage, with a postcode she didn’t recognise, but clearly out of London.

‘What’s this?’

‘I want you to go there on Saturday.’

Jude had thought he might want some money. Or help with getting a job. Something that would make them both awkward. But she couldn’t make any sense of this.

‘I don’t understand. You want me to go to this cottage? Why? Where is it?’

‘There’s nothing complicated. I’ve booked it for the weekend. It’s an Airbnb place. I’ll meet you there on Saturday evening and tell you what the favour is. It’s nothing big.’

‘You mean go there and stay the night?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Norfolk.’

Jude felt lopsided; the table seemed to tip away from her. She didn’t know whether it was her oncoming migraine or her sense of utter confusion.

‘I don’t understand what you’re asking.’

He smiled, but his eyes were watchful. ‘It’s very simple.’

‘Why me?’

Liam hesitated before replying.

‘I thought of you,’ he said finally. ‘It felt like you were the only person I could ask. I think we’re important to each other. We always will be.’ He leaned forward. ‘But I want to be clear, Jude. I’m asking a favour and you can just say no and I won’t be cross and I won’t reproach you. I’ll just finish my coffee and we’ll say goodbye and you’ll never see me again.’

Jude took a sip of her coffee.

‘It’s gone cold again.’ She replaced it on the saucer. She gave a funny little laugh. ‘I feel embarrassed even saying this but… you’re not asking me to do something wrong, are you?’

He shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t ask you to do anything wrong. Though you mustn’t tell anyone. Not even this Nat of yours. Nobody at all.’

She looked at him full in the face and felt a lurch of memory so intense that it almost made her swoon: she could feel the heat of that summer, the feel of him, his touch and then its end in that screaming smash of metal.

‘You know I can’t say no, don’t you?’

‘I don’t know that at all.’

‘I go to this place on Saturday and come back on Sunday?’

‘Yes.’

‘Norfolk?’

‘Yes.’

‘And that’s all?’

‘Yes.’

‘All right.’






THREE


Jude held her migraine at bay all the way home, pushing her bike for the last mile as if a moment of clumsiness might tip the pain over her like scalding liquid. The morning was misty and windless, wet leaves underfoot in a slimy carpet. The pale sky throbbed and shimmered above the Olympic Park. People loomed towards her and then were gone again. She opened the door to their little flat, steered herself into the kitchen, took off her coat, poured herself a glass of water.

The coffee in the cafetière was still faintly warm. Nat had left fruit and yoghurt out for her – or maybe he hadn’t put them away after his own breakfast. Either way, she couldn’t eat anything just now, though her stomach felt hollow. She needed to lie down but it was hard to make the effort, so she rested her head on the table, feeling the cool wood against her cheeks. Through the window she saw that someone else’s cat was in the yard, next to the barbecue with the broken leg. She and Nat had talked of getting a cat when they moved to the place they were in the process of buying, which would, fingers crossed, be before Christmas, before their wedding in January.

Jude thought of Liam, his dark eyes watching her, watching the woman she had become: a doctor, about to get married, about to own a property and maybe even a cat.

She was feeling sick with her migraine and with old memories, ones that she had pushed deep inside her for years.

Making her way into the bedroom like a blind person, she closed the curtains, took off her clothes and climbed into bed, where she lay curled up in the merciful darkness, waiting it out.

Nat called her a super-sleeper. After years of working different shifts, she could lie down anywhere, at any time, close her eyes and be asleep within seconds. But for a long time that morning she couldn’t sleep. Her eyes pulsed and dark shapes moved through her head.

Liam Birch, with his dark eyes and his smile. She saw him at eighteen and as he was now. He looked older than thirty, as if life had duffed him up. One of his teeth was chipped. He had tiny wrinkles round his eyes. He had a beard and smoke-stained fingers. His jacket was old – but he had always worn old clothes, rummaging through second-hand shops for things that took his eye. He was still beautiful.

Now this. It felt almost comic, like a practical joke. Perhaps that’s what it was. It felt like a child’s game, with the instructions about where to meet and the secrecy. Cross my heart and hope to die. She would collect his car, drive up alone and when Liam arrived he would tell her what it was all about and that would be the end of it.

And she had promised not to tell anyone.

Which meant not telling Nat.

Which meant she would have to tell a lie.



‘What are our plans this weekend?’ asked Nat. ‘You’re off, aren’t you?’

They were eating spicy coconut dhal, which she often made after working nights. She felt ravenous after her migraine.

‘Dee invited us to theirs on Saturday,’ he said. ‘Some kind of party, and then there are the fireworks in the park.’

Jude put her fork into the creamy mess on her plate and stared hard at it. This was the moment she had been dreading. She was tempted to tell him a partial version of the truth. A friend had asked her for a favour. It was nothing. But as she’d played the conversation over in her head, it kept coming out wrong. Nat would start asking questions. What if he objected? It was easier just to lie. It made it simpler.

‘I’m sorry, I can’t,’ she said, and stepped across a line. ‘I’ve just arranged to go to see my granny.’ Jude’s grandmother had been ill and she had been talking about going to see her. She lived in Gloucester. It was plausible enough and she knew that Nat wouldn’t want to come with her.

‘Would you like me to come with you?’

‘No,’ she said quickly. Almost too quickly. She saw the look of relief that he tried to hide. ‘I mean, that’s really nice of you, but it’s just a short visit and it would eat up your weekend when you’ve been working so hard all week. We’ll probably just be sharing memories.’

‘If you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure.’

‘I’ll try and manage without you,’ he said lightly.

She looked up to meet his gaze, took in his grey eyes, his smooth face, the dark blond hair cut neat and short, the linen shirt. He looked clean and cool and trustworthy. She knew that if she pressed her face into his neck, he would smell of sandalwood.

It was quite easy to lie after all.






FOUR


Jude stood outside Blackhorse Road station in the drizzling rain, sipping the coffee she had bought. People hurried by with their heads lowered. She had arrived with plenty of time to spare and now she kept glancing at the time on her phone. There was a cold wind blowing, and she wished she had packed warmer clothes.

It was typical of Liam, she thought: when she had known him, he had always arrived late, strolling along, never in a hurry, never apologetic, as if it couldn’t be helped.

Perhaps he wouldn’t come at all and then she could go home and pretend this had never happened. It would be a relief. Yet at the same time she felt a touch of disappointment or even regret.

A car horn sounded and she turned to see a blue car drawing up on the double-yellow lines. It was old, with a dent in the rear door, and it didn’t look in much better condition than the car they’d been in that night eleven years earlier. Liam opened the door and climbed out, leaving the engine running.

Jude hurried across.

‘Ready?’

‘I guess so.’

‘I wrote down the full address. It’s on the bit of paper in the cup holder. This road leads you on to the North Circular, so you’ll be on the A12 in no time, heading east. The key is hanging on a nail in the porch.’ The drizzle was thickening into chilly rain. He handed her a thin wallet. ‘It’s almost out of petrol.’

‘I can pay.’

His expression hardened.

‘You’re doing me a favour, I don’t want your charity as well. Promise you’ll use my card.’

Male pride, she thought, and felt a twinge of pity and irritation.

‘Okay.’

‘The pin is 6613. I’ve written it under the address.’

A car horn sounded from behind. Liam’s car was blocking the way. A man leaned out of his car window and shouted angrily. Liam casually gave him the finger. The man started to say something more but then Liam looked round at him and he subsided.

‘I’ve left a bag of my stuff in the boot. Put it in the bedroom when you get in, will you?’ He saw her face and grinned. ‘There are two bedrooms,’ he said. ‘You don’t need to worry.’

She just wanted to be on her way. She got into the car, slung her backpack on the seat beside her and adjusted the seat and rear-view mirror. Liam held the door open.

‘I’m going to get a train that arrives at Ixley at half past nine this evening. Can you pick me up? It’s just a few miles from the house.’

‘Ixley,’ Jude repeated. ‘Nine-thirty.’

‘Maybe you can buy some food. With my card, mind. There’s a little shop in the village. We can have a late meal.’

‘I should go before one of these cars rams me.’

She stared up at him. Raindrops were glistening in his dark hair and she had the tingling feeling that if she pulled him towards her and kissed him, then time would fold back on itself and they would be eighteen again, and the future would be different this time round. She could do things better.

She shrank back in her seat and frowned at him.

‘This really is all right, isn’t it, Liam?’

He smiled cheerfully. ‘Don’t stress. I’ll tell you everything later. If you’re not comfortable, you can say no.’

He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek. Smell of cigarettes, bristle of beard. A stranger.

‘Thanks, Jude.’

‘See you at half past nine this evening,’ she said.

He shut the door at last, and in the rear-view mirror she saw him walking away.






FIVE


The ancient Honda rattled its way out of London. Jude’s phone told her it should take two hours and fifty-five minutes, because the A12 was clogged with traffic, presumably still escaping London for the weekend. As the car moved at walking pace, she nervously looked at the petrol gauge hovering on empty. What if she ran out? She pulled off at the first service station she saw and dutifully used Liam’s card. Before setting off again, she examined the inside of the car. There were a few empty cans on the floor by the passenger seat, an apple core and chewing gum in the door compartment, a ripped road atlas, a tangle of wires under the dashboard, half a bottle of water. In the back was a child seat, a single miniature red wellington boot and a half-eaten pack of Skittles. Alfie.

Jude wondered about Alfie’s mother. Did Liam live with her? Was he married? Did he see his little son every day, tuck him up in bed at night? He had said nothing about that, nothing really about anything, although he knew about her partner, her job. He had told her that he had messed up his exams, which she knew and which was a long-ago setback, but that his life was good now. On the whole, he had added, with one or two things to sort out – was she helping him sort out one of those things?

It wasn’t too late to turn around and for a moment she let herself imagine that: turning off at the next junction, driving home, hugging Nat, going for a run to shake off the strangeness of the day. It would fall from her like a dream. But she drove on, of course. Anyway, where would she leave Liam’s car? Not only did she have no idea where he lived, she realised that she didn’t even have a number for him, an email address, any means of contacting him.

What had she been thinking?

The car inched forward and the rain fell.



Gradually the road became clear. Ahead the landscape was widening out and the grey sky grew larger. Jude, wrestling with the gear stick of the cranky car, focused on practicalities, remembering her to-do list on her bedside table that she added to each day, putting a neat line through the tasks accomplished. Their wedding was in late January, which some of her friends thought an inhospitable month to get married in, but Jude and Nat liked the idea. Nat had found someone who arranged wedding parties in a restored barn down in Shropshire with a view over the Clee Hills, near her parents’ house. It looked beautiful, ornate, complicated. So much to arrange. All the people. There would be presents and speeches. Jude still couldn’t quite believe it was going to happen.

She couldn’t imagine Liam sending out invitations and getting a formal suit made. Unless he made it himself or had it done by someone he’d met somewhere. He had let things happen to him and let them go. Let her go. Jude knew that she and Liam would never have lasted; she had always known it. They were too different and their lives on such opposite trajectories. The crash had just accelerated what was inevitable. But if the crash hadn’t happened and if they had simply drifted apart, Liam would be a nice, bittersweet memory now – a youthful summer fling without this power to drag her back to her past and stir up old desires.

During her first years of university, Jude had had relationships: lovely, terrible, brief, occasional. It had always been clear that they weren’t going to amount to anything. There had been a fallow patch when all she thought about was work. Then, three years ago, she had met Nat on a blind date and it was as if she’d been waiting for him: steady, trusting and trustworthy. More than that, he was funny and straightforwardly affectionate and he didn’t irritate her, which lots of people did. He was always attentive. Even sitting in Liam’s car, she could feel the way Nat would stroke her hair, run his hands under her shirt. She could picture a future with him.

She was driving along a small road now, through a beech wood where some trees stood bare of leaves and others shone orange and gold. Then out again into a bare landscape, huge sky and marshes. Her feeling of unreality grew.

She slowed, glancing frequently at the map on her phone which was taking her down an even smaller lane, muddy and potholed, past a field edged with muddy piles of sugar beet. In the distance a tractor like a toy was moving across the muddy earth. She drove through a little village of flinty houses with a post office, a pub and a tiny supermarket. It was twenty past two. A signpost pointed straight on for Ixley, where she was to meet Liam that evening, but she turned left, up a hill; then left again down a short driveway.

Springs Cottage.

Jude switched off the ignition but didn’t get out of the car straightaway. She rested her forehead against the side window and waited. The cottage was small, square, painted white, with a grey slate roof and a chimney that was missing a few bricks at its crown. A rose bush growing up the wall still had a few tenacious yellow flowers. There was an enormous chestnut tree at the side of the cottage, its branches heavy with a mess of twiggy nests. Jude saw the dark shapes of rooks and then heard their harsh calls.

She opened the door and cold air rushed at her. The wind was getting up, and leaves flurried along the ground at her feet.

She collected her backpack and Liam’s wallet and went towards the cottage. Sure enough, there was a key hanging on a nail in the porch, out of sight behind a wooden beam. Stepping inside, she dropped her backpack in the little hall. It was cold and smelled musty and unused. Probably people came here in the summer when they could go for long walks, swim in the sea which must be just a mile or so away, not in early November when everything was rain and mud and harsh winds sweeping in from the east.

The kitchen was small, red tiles on the floor, and a wooden table with a cactus on it and a laminated booklet of instructions. Jude opened the cupboards: there was four of everything, dinner plates and side plates and bowls, glasses and tumblers. She opened the fridge and it was clean and empty.

The living room was also small, with a bulky grey sofa, an armchair, an open fireplace but no wood to put in it, and a large flat-screen TV. The window looked over marshes and tall spindly trees that swayed like dancers on the horizon. The sea must be out there, she thought, and glanced again at her phone to check the time. If she was quick, she could have a walk before it got dark.

There was a message from Nat: How’s it going? She sent him a thumbs-up icon and a heart.

Up the narrow stairs, where there was a bathroom, a moderate-sized bedroom with a double bed, and a tiny bedroom with a single one where she laid her backpack, plugging her phone into the charger. It was colder up here. She wished she had packed a hot-water bottle.

She remembered Liam’s bag and jogged back down the stairs and outside to retrieve the holdall from the boot of the car. She put it on the double bed.

She had just over six hours before Liam’s train arrived. She couldn’t remember when she had last had so much unplanned time.



She drove Liam’s car further down the lane to the coast, and walked along the track with marshland on one side of her and mudflats and choppy grey sea to the other. Her feet sank into the claggy earth. Her trainers and the hem of her jeans were soaked and muddy. Wind coming off the sea pummelled at her, and the light was thickening. But she felt exhilarated. She took pleasure in the scouring wind on her face, the rumble of the waves. There was nobody around. Nobody apart from Liam knew where she was. By the time she got back to the car, it was hard to see where she was walking. She liked this darkness that she never experienced in her city life.

She stopped at the little shop on the way back. Liam had said to get in some food. What? She wandered the shelves, then bought some onions, mushrooms, garlic and rice. She would make a simple risotto. That meant buying oil. She added parmesan to the basket and a bottle of red wine and some crisps. She remembered salt and stock cubes at the last minute. The thought of sitting in the kitchen, eating a meal with Liam, was unnerving.

She texted Nat. Missing you.

At the checkout, the woman looked at her curiously.

‘I’m staying at Springs Cottage,’ Jude said brightly.

‘It’s been empty a while,’ said the woman.



Jude tried to make the heating work but only one radiator got warm. She thought she might run a bath but the plug seemed to be missing.

Outside, it was completely dark. There wasn’t even a moon. Water dripped from the gutters.

She’d brought a book with her but couldn’t concentrate on it. She made the risotto. She flicked through TV channels, read the news on her phone. She wanted to open the wine but couldn’t because she was going to be using the car.

At ten past nine, she left the house, locking the door and sliding the key into her coat. She drove to Ixley station, the headlights making a tunnel of light through an unfamiliar world of woods and fields and marshland. Little creatures spun across the road.

There was a bang, and in the distance she saw a spark arcing into the sky and then exploding into petals of light, then another. She was missing Bonfire Night. She imagined her friends gathered in the park, setting off rockets and drinking mulled wine, and here she was in a place she had never heard of, meeting a man she hadn’t seen for eleven years.

The car park was empty. The little station was deserted. She sat on the bench, in the darkness and the cold, and waited. She tried not to think about what Liam was going to say to her, what this favour actually consisted of. She tried not to think about why he had specifically chosen her, rather than one of his friends. The more she tried not to think about these things, the more she thought about them. What was it that she could do that nobody else could?

She made herself a promise. When Liam arrived, she would make sure she was absolutely clear about what it was he wanted her to do and then, whatever the obligation she felt to this man she had once loved, if it was wrong, she wouldn’t do it. It would be embarrassing, he would probably be angry with her, but there was a line she wouldn’t cross.

Did he expect an emotional attachment? A sexual attachment? She had felt immediately relieved that there were two bedrooms in the house. She had made it clear that she was engaged, she was committed. Had she made it clear enough, though? She considered it from his point of view and then from her own. Liam had been her first, and she could still remember the shock of that intimacy. It had been terrifying as well as thrilling. She had left herself so open, so exposed. She’d heard of people, she’d even known people, who had met up with old boyfriends from years before and rekindled something. Sometimes it had been disastrous and sometimes it hadn’t. She pushed away the idea. That was then and this was now, and in the now she was happy and in love with the man she was going to marry.

Liam was a stranger to her. She would carry out this favour for him, without doing anything she didn’t want to do, and then she would go back to her life.

She heard the tell-tale rattle of the rails. A train was coming. She looked at her phone: 9:24. Yes, this was the one. She stood up and took a step forward and looked in the direction of London. In the darkness she could see the glow of the approaching train, surprisingly distant. She felt nervous. She wondered if Liam was feeling nervous as well. Probably not. After all, he had planned this, and in the past he had never seemed to feel apprehension about anything at all.

The rattling of the rails increased and she heard the clacking sound of the train itself becoming louder and the lights on the front of the train becoming larger. As it approached, she could see the figure of the driver, silhouetted, and she reflexively stepped back from the edge of the platform.

It slowed with a screeching sound. As it drew to a halt she glimpsed the outlines of passengers in the lit windows. It stopped. No doors opened. No one got on and no one got off. And then, after a couple of minutes, it was gone and Jude watched the red lights in the back disappearing into the darkness.






SIX


Jude was so startled that for a few moments she had trouble thinking straight. She took out her phone and looked at the time. There was no doubt about it. The train had arrived on time but Liam had not got off. Was it the right train? Perhaps the real one was about to arrive.

She would give it ten minutes. Now she found it impossible to sit calmly on the bench. She walked up and down the platform. She constantly checked her phone. The passing of the minutes was agonisingly slow, but finally ten minutes had gone and there was no sign of another train.

Perhaps Liam had missed the train, in which case she might have to wait for the next one. Using the torch on her phone, she was able to find a timetable on the wall and quickly saw that there was no next one. And the previous one had been fifty minutes earlier. There was no doubt about it. That had been the train and Liam hadn’t been on it and if he was going to arrive by train it wouldn’t be until tomorrow.
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