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  For Kay, with love




  





  July 10th – Sarah




  It started out quiet. It can be that way in the middle of the day – it’s like I’m hidden in a big, concrete chest of drawers. The odd car

  pulls in and out, people staring at me, wondering why I don’t climb out of this shiny piece of tat. None of their business. Sometimes I want to stick my tongue out like I’m six years

  old. One day I did, some old fart in a suit peering through the window like he was my headmaster, but then I remembered the last thing I needed to do was to make myself memorable. I turned my face

  into a smile, hoped he’d think he imagined it. It’s amazing what people will imagine when the truth is too weird to believe.




  Thing is, that day I barely noticed. I was too distracted, staring at my phone, sending kisses, hoping he understood. I was nearly ready to become her. I just needed a bit

  more time before I confirmed all the worst things he thought about me.




  Suddenly it wasn’t quiet any more. Not inside my head, or outside of it either. When I first got out I was walking, but then I had no choice. I was running, my trainers

  slipping everywhere, the ground slick and treacherous under my feet.




  Then it happened. Then I was falling. My life didn’t flash before my eyes; nothing like that. Everything tapered down until all I was was a single word. I don’t

  know if I shouted it or I just became it. SORRY.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Georgie was pregnant. Not just pregnant, hugely pregnant – if she were to get into the delivery room and find a second baby playing hide and seek in there I

  wouldn’t have been remotely surprised. Just to add to her discomfort, it was one of those sticky London days where the sun glowers from behind the cloud cover, giving the city a mushroom-soup

  kind of feel. She was flopped out on the red sofa in my office, pink and swollen feet released from her flat sandals, taking a long glug from a bottle of water. I watched her, tried to imagine how

  it would feel when I – if I – ever had a whole extra person strapped in for the ride. She set the bottle down heavily on the coffee table.




  ‘I just don’t know what to say to her,’ she said, pushing a long, damp strand of dark hair away from her pretty face. ‘Sometimes I feel like she hates me for it. But I

  had to do this. I had to believe that when . . .’ She paused, looked at me.




  ‘What is it this week?’




  ‘Oscar,’ she said, firmly. ‘. . . That when Oscar arrived she’d fall in love with him.’ Georgie had been trying out names week on week, talking to her

  ever-growing bump and seeing if they stuck. ‘I decided Otto sounded like a German shot-putter,’ she explained. I shrugged, smiled. ‘Come on, I know you thought it too.’




  Georgie was a favourite patient of mine, one of the handful I could imagine being friends with in real life. She’d decided she couldn’t wait any longer for her reluctant long-term

  girlfriend to come round to the idea of having children, and had simply found a clinic and pushed on regardless.




  ‘Does Maggie have any opinions on Oscar versus Otto? You were going to try asking her directly, weren’t you? See how it felt if you didn’t walk on eggshells?’




  Georgie paused, catching the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth in the way she did when she was hurting. She turned to look out of the window, buying herself time. My offices are on the

  edge of Baker Street, looking out onto the steady, relentless stream of traffic that runs down the Marylebone Road. Beyond that is Regent’s Park, an oasis of green that I know I should make

  time to escape into but somehow never do. I waited for Georgie to form a response. In the silence I heard a tiny, intrusive beep from my phone. I cursed myself for not switching it off, hoped it

  wouldn’t take her out of the moment. She didn’t seem to hear it.




  ‘She said that he was my baby . . .’ Her voice had dropped low. ‘That was all she said.’




  I felt a hot surge of protectiveness, then yoked it in, found the professional distance I need to give my clients the best support I can. I’d been seeing Georgie for six months now, had

  grown to care about her. She was thirty-nine, a graphic designer with a thriving career and a happy relationship, who had known that for her it wasn’t enough. Now there was an imminent Oscar.

  Or Otto. He’d even been Lucien on one particularly unfortunate week.




  ‘That must’ve been really hard for you to hear.’




  Georgie nodded, tears springing to her eyes.




  ‘I felt like an idiot,’ she said, jagged.




  I felt a pang of self-doubt. Had I pushed her too hard last session? I’m not one of those therapists who barely offer an opinion, constantly bowling the problem back to the distressed

  client with an impassive: ‘What do you think you should do?’ I get down into the dirt with them, and last week I’d encouraged her to change her own

  behaviour and see where it took the relationship. Another tiny, insistent beep. I pretended it didn’t exist, kept my focus on her.




  ‘I don’t think you were an idiot at all,’ I said. ‘You were brave – you didn’t want to keep existing in that passive-aggressive cold war. It’s just that

  you didn’t get the answer you were hoping for.’




  Georgie’s shoulders dropped, her body loosening.




  ‘Do you have kids?’




  She’d clocked my left hand long ago. The small, twinkly engagement band. The lack of a wedding band to keep it company. I was thirty-eight, and, whilst I loved the fantasy that my dewy

  skin would make her think I was ten years younger, she of course could guess we were roughly the same age.




  ‘We’ve had this conversation before. You know I can’t answer that.’




  She looked at me, her face imploring. ‘I know why she’s angry. I did go behind her back. But if she’s willing to stay, surely she’s willing to give me a break?’ She

  rubbed the taut drum of her tummy, a smile creeping across her face unbidden. ‘Give us a break?’




  Yet another buzz from my phone: this time we both heard it. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, ‘let me just switch it off.’ I retrieved my handbag from under my desk.

  Lysette, it said, not twice, but five times. I stared at the screen, unease prickling and bursting inside of me. Why would my busy best friend be calling me with the

  relentless determination of a stalker in the middle of a working day? I hoped it was a pocket dial, but a text told me it wasn’t. Call me, it said, stark and abrupt and entirely un-Lysette.

  Georgie must’ve seen the anxiety flash across my face.




  ‘Do you need to deal with it?’ she asked.




  We had ten minutes left. What difference could ten minutes make? I switched the phone off, guilt needling me as I did so, sat back down.




  ‘Don’t worry, this is your time. Let’s talk about how you can approach this coming week.’




  Those ten minutes felt like forever. I walked Georgie through to the waiting room, saw her out, apologised to my next client for the fact I’d need a few minutes. Lysette picked up on the

  first ring.




  ‘Lys?’ I said. ‘What is it?’




  I heard it before I heard it, if you know what I mean. It was an intake of breath, a crackle of air, no words yet, but something in the ripe gap that was more frightening than a scream.




  ‘Can you . . .’ A hiccup, a sob. ‘Can you come . . .’




  ‘What’s happened?’




  ‘It’s Sarah,’ she said, overcome by sobs. I had to search my brain. Sarah, Sarah. She was another mum in the pretty rural village she lived in. I’d met her once, at my

  god-daughter Saffron’s birthday party. ‘She’s . . . Mia, she’s dead.’




  I put a hand out to steady myself. It sounded stupid, but the day I’d met her she’d seemed almost the most alive of all of us. She’d been much younger than the thirty-something

  mums surrounding her, but it had been about something more potent than youth.




  ‘God. Oh God. Lysette. I’m so sorry. What happened?’




  ‘She fell. She fell from a car park.’ She gave in to the tears. ‘Just come, Mia. Please. If you can, just come.’




  ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can,’ I said, not insulting her by poking for details, making my voice sound stout and determined. I wanted my certainty to make her feel safe.




  Nothing could make her feel safe. Soon nothing could make me feel safe either.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Roger Hutchins had the kind of curly nasal hair that looks like a handlebar moustache in training. Every time he angled his handsome, square-jawed face to one side – it

  was his listening pose, I could tell he’d perfected it over many years – all I could see was the rich jungle that was threatening to destroy his whole carefully cultivated look. It had

  only been a few weeks since my beloved ex-boss – no, mentor – had left, and we were still getting the measure of each other. I’d ambushed him early, before any of our patients

  could waylay us. The morning sky was like a crisp blue sheet, framed by the impressive window of his newly inherited office.




  ‘Judith’s shoes will be hard ones to fill, and I don’t just mean the high heels.’ He emitted a small, self-deprecating chuckle that sounded like a dry bark. ‘I

  admire mavericks,’ he said, in a voice which conveyed the absolute opposite. ‘The therapy world needs people who don’t run with the pack.’




  He steepled long, almost girlish fingers under his chin, searching my face for some kind of reaction. His nails were brilliantly clean and square, like they’d been professionally

  manicured. When I’d heard my new boss was called Roger I’d imagined he’d be in his fifties at least – you don’t meet many Rogers on a Club 18–30 holiday –

  but he was forty-four, only six years older than me. He was frighteningly ambitious, an ex-Army psychiatrist with a worldwide reputation thanks to his pioneering work on PTSD. Perhaps that

  explained his air of menace, the sense I got that he might court-martial me if I didn’t obey his sugar-coated directives.




  ‘The thing about Judith is, she’s got this incredible instinct with patients.’ I could hear the defensiveness in my voice and I tried to rein it in. ‘She really taught me

  how to meet them exactly where they are, not where I think they ought to be.’




  ‘I’m glad that you’re such a fan of supervision. I’m looking forward to getting my hands dirty and getting stuck into your cases. Collaboration’s the best part of

  our work, don’t you think?’ The last thing I wanted was his muddy paws all over my files, telling me how I should be dealing with patients I’d been working with for months –

  years, in some cases – on end.




  ‘Absolutely!’ I said, a little too brightly.




  ‘I imagine Judith was a big support to you on the Christopher Vine case. I’d love you to fill me in on how that unfolded. It’s a fascinating piece of experience you’ve

  got there – being right at the heart of a police manhunt. You can divulge it all on Friday.’




  I gave a tight smile, my heart quickening at the memory, even though it was two years past. Christopher Vine was a gangster, whose angry and vulnerable teenage daughter had been my patient. Her

  welfare had become so paramount to me that I’d nearly torpedoed my whole career in my determination to save her from his dangerous control.




  ‘But that’s what I wanted to tell you – I’m afraid I can’t make our meeting on Friday. I have to take it as leave. A close friend’s had a traumatic

  bereavement and I’ve promised to spend a couple of days with her. I’m leaving right after my last session.’ Roger didn’t reply. ‘I’ve rearranged my patients. A

  mother at her daughter’s school threw herself off a car park roof.’




  The words still felt like a splashy headline. I couldn’t quite connect with the emotion yet – but maybe that was a choice.




  ‘That’s terrible, Mia,’ said Roger, sincere, and I chided myself for my internal sniping. Real things were at play here. ‘Of course you must.’




  ‘I’ll be back on Tuesday,’ I told him, already rising from my seat. ‘Then we can really get started.’




  ‘Keep me posted,’ he said, his eyes continuing to track me. ‘Let me know if you need any support.’




  I barely even heard him.




  *




  I dawdled. I stuffed my small, wheeled suitcase – standing upright in the corner of our bedroom like a leathery brown Dalek – with summer clothes, before panicking

  about the countryside being cold and starting over. I shoved the fat tube of Colgate Total in my washbag then worried about Patrick being forced to go to work with breath like Satan, and walked to

  the chemist halfway down the Holloway Road.




  He must’ve sensed my nervousness, despite my insistence that I could handle it – that if anyone could handle this situation it was me. He’d barely left the police station

  before nine at night these last few weeks, a fact I’d been increasingly grumpy about, but now he was bounding up the internal stairs, taking them two at a time. I could hear him from the

  kitchen, his feet reverberating like thundering hooves through the cheap plasterboard wall of the new-build flat.




  ‘I caught you,’ he said, encircling my waist.




  I put down the scalding herbal-tea bag I was dunking in a mug, and allowed myself the comfort of feeling his long arms wrapped around me. He’s lanky, Patrick, ankles and wrists bony

  postscripts to his long limbs, constantly bursting forth from sleeves and trouser legs. It suits him, adds to the sense of him being perpetually in motion. I pulled myself closer to his lean chest,

  liking the way my ear landed flush against his heart. I listened to its steady rhythm, the tattoo it was beating out just for me. Then I reluctantly pulled away. I reached up and pushed the floppy

  cowlick of red hair out of his large brown eyes, seeing stress glimmering in them and wishing I had longer.




  ‘I’ve got to go in a sec,’ I told him, my feet not moving.




  ‘I know,’ he said, pulling out his car keys from the breast pocket of his crumpled suit jacket with a flourish. ‘I’m driving you to the station.’




  I was touched by the gesture: workaholic didn’t even cover it with Patrick. It was work that had brought us together a couple of years before – that very same Christopher Vine case

  I’d been dodging discussing with Roger. Gemma Vine was the last person to see her dad before he went on the run, taking down Patrick’s whole case against his evil paymasters in the

  process. Patrick had wheedled his way into my trust, gradually convincing me that we needed to join forces to protect her and find out what it was she really knew. Christopher had ended up being

  shot dead in front of her eyes, a memory that still haunted me, but we had done the best we could for Gemma. And not just that – somehow along the way we’d fallen in love.




  ‘I can take the tube,’ I told him. ‘The traffic’ll be terrible.’




  He stroked my face. ‘Have you spoken to her again?’




  ‘She still sounds awful,’ I said, instantly guilty about the dawdling. ‘I would’ve waited until the weekend, but I feel like she was sounding down even before this

  happened.’




  ‘It’s a lovely thing you’re doing,’ he said, looking down at me. ‘If the cavalry were coming, you’d definitely be my top choice.’




  ‘I have to. She’s my best friend. She needs me.’




  I’d known Lysette since we were thirteen-year-old convent girls, giggling in the back of maths class over a copy of Smash Hits. Our lives had branched out in very

  different directions, but she still felt more like the sister I’d always longed for than a mere friend.




  ‘Will he be there?’ he said, keeping his voice deliberately light. ‘If she’s in such a state.’




  ‘I don’t think so.’ I didn’t need to ask who he meant. He’d never met Lysette’s half-brother Jim – I myself hadn’t seen him for more than twenty

  years, apart from via a few grainy images on Facebook I’d been ashamed of calling up – but the fact that he was my first love, that he’d hurt me so badly, made him some kind of

  spectre for Patrick. ‘And even if he was . . .’ I leant upwards to kiss him. ‘He’s an irrelevance.’ I kissed him again. ‘A porky

  irrelevance.’ I regretted the words immediately – they spoke of online stalking – but what person with functioning eyes hasn’t succumbed to that modern temptation?




  ‘I know,’ he said, nonchalant. ‘I just wondered.’




  The truth was, I had, too. He’d moved close to Lysette a few years ago, but my visits had always been fleeting enough to avoid any danger of us bumping into each other. I’d pushed

  the thought away as soon as I’d had it, and now I repeated the process.




  I busied myself with the kettle. ‘It still hasn’t come,’ I said, matching Patrick’s nonchalance.




  ‘So are you going to do a test?’




  ‘Don’t want to tempt fate,’ I said, not turning round. I couldn’t face seeing exasperation or, even worse, pity. I poured more boiling water into my mug. ‘Do you

  want a cup of something?’




  I swung open the cupboard door, struck by how incongruous my overpriced bits of pottery still looked next to his chipped, caffeine-ringed bachelor mugs. I’d sold my South London flat nine

  months ago and we were saving for a house. I’d tried to restrain myself from staging a coup, but the charity shop wouldn’t know what had hit it when we finally moved.




  ‘We should get going, shouldn’t we?’ he said. ‘I’ll drop you and then I’ve got to go back.’ I could see now that he didn’t have the bulging

  leather man bag I got him for his birthday – a lawyer shouldn’t hump round their papers in a tatty rucksack the way he had been – which was a dead giveaway that this was no more

  than a pit stop. He saw the irritation in my face. ‘You won’t be here anyway. Tonight’s not Blue Bloods and a takeaway.’




  ‘I would’ve cooked,’ I said.




  ‘Would’ve, could’ve. Hypothetical, darling. We’ll go out for dinner when you get back. Will you be here for Sunday?’




  ‘For Father Dracula?’ I said. Unsurprisingly, Patrick O’Leary wanted a Catholic wedding. Even though I’m baptised, lapsed didn’t even cover it – the thought

  of all the fire and brimstone made me shudder. That’s probably why I’d come up with such a childish nickname for our priest, with his oiled black hair, which he insisted on slicking

  into a widow’s peak. ‘No, I’m going to stay until Tuesday morning. I really need to spend some proper time with her.’




  I could see Patrick’s disappointment writ large. His face was like a cinema screen, the truth projected straight onto it. He was four years younger than me, which in my more paranoid

  moments makes me feel like a wrinkly Mrs Robinson. But his youth is about more than calendar years. He’s got a lovely innocence to him, the part of him which makes him fight tirelessly for

  justice, even when the odds are laughable.




  ‘It’s important, Mia.’




  ‘I know, but so’s this. Next Sunday I’ll be first in the pew, I promise.’




  ‘Fine. And I’ll cook for you Tuesday night.’




  ‘I’d love that, but Cup-a-Soup doesn’t count as dinner.’




  ‘You underestimate me. My cheezy beanz win prizes.’ He fished his car key out of the pocket of his crumpled suit jacket.




  ‘I can’t wait,’ I said.




  All I did that day was make promises I would never keep.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  I swayed and stumbled down the fast-moving train, suitcase trailing in my wake, feeling every twist and turn of the track. Seats were in short supply; when I eventually

  squeezed my way onto a square of four, my knees were virtually knocking into the skirt-suited woman opposite me. She barely registered my smiled apology, her eyes glued to her phone. I found myself

  mirroring her, a Pavlovian hand reaching into my bag, but I stopped myself, pushing it back underneath the bulging client files I’d brought to work on during my impromptu absence. I would do

  what I so often advised those clients to do: come off autopilot and be in the moment. The calmer I could be, the more calm I’d have to offer Lysette.




  We passed through a thick ribbon of high-rise blocks and factories belching smoke, but then the urban sprawl gave way to something sparse and beautiful. Trees and fields, buildings as mere

  punctuation – I even spotted a field of munching cows. I felt myself exhale from deep in my belly, then reminded myself I’d go mad if I couldn’t walk five minutes from my front

  door and find a decent cup of coffee. I changed trains at Peterborough, swapping the long commuter express for a tiny local service. It was just four carriages long; a grey-haired guard walked the

  length of it, chatting companionably to the smattering of passengers, all of whom he seemed to know.




  When I got off, Lysette’s husband Ged was on the platform, his hand raised in a weary salute. Ged’s handsome, but in a way that would never work for me. A carpenter by trade,

  he’s scruffy and crumpled, with a broad chest and kind eyes. He’s a stoner, a chronic under-achiever, but he loves Lysette and the three kids passionately – the fact that the

  eldest two aren’t his has never been any kind of obstacle. He gave me a warm hug, the kind which smelt of rolling tobacco and eau de perspiration.




  Eventually he released me. ‘You’re a complete star, coming down for her like this.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Yeah, but we know how busy you are,’ he said, and I glowed a little.




  His ancient estate car was parked right outside the quaint-looking station. He threw my bags in the boot and started the engine. As we drove towards Little Copping, the landscape was bathed in

  the kind of ostentatious orangey-pink sunset that could have been a Hollywood special effect. The fields were village lush and green, the big houses that fringed the town built from that

  reassuringly old, mellow grey stone that perfectly reflects the light. We passed one that was protected by tall wrought-iron gates. Even through the bars, I could see it was in another league. It

  was huge and sprawling, an artful architect’s take on the classical houses that surrounded it.




  ‘Fancy,’ I said, trying not to think about the shaky plasterboard and dingy communal entrance that defined my new abode.




  ‘That’s the Farthings’ place.’




  Lysette had told me she’d made friends with MP Nigel Farthing’s wife a couple of years ago, apologising for the blatant name dropping, but unable to hide her excitement at the

  frisson of fame. Their kids had been hastily pulled out of private school as his star had risen, and she’d swiftly become a mover and shaker in the local community, a permanent fixture on the

  PTA. He was a Conservative, a rising star in the Cabinet with pretensions to future leadership. He had movie star good looks, and had become a camera-friendly fixture on the news, constantly laying

  out his case for compassionate capitalism with a heartfelt sincerity which gave even the haters a grudging respect. Now I could see he was the kind of MP with bulging family coffers: even the most

  optimistic expenses claim wouldn’t give you the means for that pile.




  I couldn’t help but gawp. ‘Is it even fancier inside?’




  ‘You betcha,’ confirmed Ged, with a certain ruefulness.




  We were coming into the village proper now – there was the pretty Victorian church, its tall spire puncturing the burnt orange sky. I stared at it, feeling a jolt go through my body at the

  thought of Sarah’s funeral. I still only knew the barest bones of what had happened, but we were so near the house that it felt unseemly to launch into a round of questions. We skirted the

  cobbled square, then passed the whitewashed exterior of the local pub, The Black Bull. A few drinkers were spilling out across its outside lawn, enjoying the dying embers of the sun. Ged sped up

  now, tearing down the country lanes with the terrifying confidence of someone who lived there.




  The lights of their little cottage were blazing when we pulled up: I could see the pots of herbs that Lysette and Saffron nurtured obsessively lined up on the windowsill of the kitchen. I

  thought that Lysette would rip the door off its hinges, throw herself into my arms, but there was no immediate sign of her. I stepped into the messy hallway, a jumble of coats of varying sizes

  hanging off the pegs.




  ‘Is she upstairs?’ I asked Ged.




  He put my bags down, nodded.




  ‘Tea? Water? Something stronger?’




  ‘Cup of something herbal. I’ll just say hello to the kids quickly. Is Saffron in bed?’




  ‘She is,’ he told me, busying himself with the kettle. Now we were here, I could see how muted he was, his movements slow and careful.




  It was gone eight, so it was hardly surprising my god-daughter was in bed. Still, I couldn’t help missing her version of a welcome, which always made me feel like I was roughly as

  magnificent as Beyoncé. Lysette’s two hulking teenagers, Finn and Barney, were lying on the floor of the low-ceilinged living room, hands firmly wrapped around their games consoles.

  Their size always shocked me anew, like we’d wandered into a fairy story and they’d downed a wizard’s growth potion. The truth was that it gave me a jolt of failure, a visible

  reminder of my age. The idea that I too was old enough for this – that by now I could have made an almost-man – still seemed ridiculous to me. Looking at them, I couldn’t deny

  that forty was in spitting distance – that I’d already made some of life’s big choices without even noticing.




  ‘Hello there,’ I said, unexpectedly awkward, giving them a gauche little wave from the doorway.




  It was sweet the way they broke away from their game, leaping up to hug me with genuine warmth. Lysette had done a great job. I hugged them back a little too fiercely, then stepped out.




  It was time to go and find her.




  *




  She was a hump in the middle of the bed, encased in a tangle of duvet and pillows, tissues strewn around the periphery like lifeboats approaching a disaster. I made a pretence

  of knocking on the open door, and she slowly emerged from the mess. She sat up, grabbed the box of tissues, scrubbing at her wet, swollen face as if it was betraying her. She looked raw and

  unformed, as if her edges were light pencil lines, attacked by a rubber. I tried to control my expression, protect her from my shock. In twenty-five years of friendship I’d never seen her

  like this. She was the rock, not the wreck.




  ‘Hi, darling,’ I said, perching gingerly on the corner of the chaotic bed, ‘have you decided you’re better off going fully nocturnal?’




  I winced as soon as I said it, embarrassed by my flat-footed attempt at normality.




  ‘What can I say?’ she said, managing a vague semblance of a smile. ‘I’ve always been a fox.’ Then her face crumpled in on itself, and I pole-vaulted across the bed

  to envelop her in my arms. ‘Mia . . .’ she said again and again as I stroked her hair, and felt the tsunami of her tears soaking through my silk shirt.




  ‘I know,’ I said, even though I didn’t, not really. It’s the only way we can survive, I think, telling each other these little lullaby lies, a baton pass for when life

  gets too hard.




  Eventually her sobs grew less jagged and she pulled away, threw herself back against the pile of pillows.




  ‘She’s only twenty-seven!’ she said, angry fists balled up in her lap. Was, I thought, the word small and devastating. ‘I just

  can’t . . . she wouldn’t do something like that. Max needs her too much!’




  Sarah’s crumpled body was found at the bottom of a car park on the edges of Peterborough, her phone in her pocket, the shattered screen covering up a text, not sent or even addressed.

  I’m sorry it had said, a single X on the bottom.




  ‘The thing with depression is that it’s so easy to hide. But it is a proper illness.’




  ‘She wasn’t depressed,’ said Lysette firmly.




  I changed tack. It was only three days since Sarah’s death; of course she was too traumatised to think straight.




  ‘When did you last see her?’




  ‘The day . . .’ She gulped, voice wobbling all over the place. ‘The day she . . . it happened. In the morning. We were wetting ourselves laughing

  after drop-off about’ – she waved her hand, dismissed it – ‘just school stuff, the teachers – she was taking the piss that way she always did. We went for coffee and

  then it was suddenly lunchtime. That was what it was like with her.’ She looked up at me, eyes plaintive. ‘I can’t imagine this place without her, Mia!’




  ‘Of course you can’t. It’s just happened – it’s still completely unbelievable. Have you spoken to Joshua?’




  Joshua was Sarah’s husband. I hadn’t met him, only heard about him. ‘Josh-yew-a,’ Lysette would say, in a funny voice, mocking his properness. He was forty-five going on

  a hundred, according to her. The most improper thing he’d ever done was leaving his first family for a twenty-year-old he claimed he couldn’t live without.




  ‘Yeah, I did. He’s such a fucking robot. He was talking about trying to keep everything “normal” for Max. He’s sending him back to school next week!’




  ‘Wow.’




  I work with bereaved children sometimes. They might not always have the words, but they have all the feelings bottled up inside. I let them stage bloody battles and drownings in my sand tray,

  knowing that, unlike in real life, they can smooth out the devastation with the palm of their hand once the hour is up.




  ‘No one’s coping,’ said Lysette, clutching my hand tightly. ‘Kimberley and Helena and Alex are all walking round like zombies. I said maybe you could talk to

  them?’




  ‘Kimberley Farthing?’ I asked, and she nodded. I felt a jolt of interest about the mysterious woman behind those wrought-iron gates, then remembered what was important. ‘Lys, I

  didn’t come here to be a therapist. I’m just here to support you.’




  She jerked the duvet upwards like it was a shield.




  ‘Yeah, no. Course.’




  ‘I’m too close. Besides, I’m only here until Tuesday morning.’




  ‘The funeral’s on Tuesday. If the, if the . . .’ She can’t get the words out. ‘If the coroner releases the body over the weekend.’ She

  collapsed again, body racked by sobs, the sweet, musky smell that came off her telling me she hadn’t managed to leave bed all day. I held her, feeling unexpectedly useless. I hated feeling

  useless. ‘She wouldn’t kill herself, Mia. She wouldn’t do that to us.’




  I circled her back with my palm, determined not to reason with her.




  ‘Whatever you need, OK? Whatever takes the tiniest piece of this off your shoulders.’




  ‘You could take Saffron to school tomorrow,’ she said, her face still pressed against my shoulder. ‘You’d be a lot more fun than me.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And you could get me a glass of red.’




  I surveyed the devastation of her bedroom.




  ‘How about we get one together?’




  Lysette pulled some clothes on and we went downstairs. Finn and Barney seamlessly removed themselves from the living room, and soon we were ensconced on the tattered pink sofa, wine glasses

  (filled by Ged) in hand, toes touching. Mine were bare, red-nailed. Hers were sticking out of the ends of her tracksuit bottoms, clad in a pair of stripy socks. I wriggled mine against hers.




  ‘I wish I’d had the chance to get to know her properly.’




  Lysette was a little calmer now, her tears held at bay. She smiled sadly, lost in a memory.




  ‘Yeah, you only met her that one time, didn’t you? At Saffron’s party.’




  I felt a cold shiver at the thought that we’d been together in this very room. She’d been supervising pass the parcel, but supervising was the wrong word for what she did. The

  children were already jacked up on sugary birthday cake and fizzy drinks, and she turned the Black Eyed Peas up loud, shouted out instructions, made sure there was nothing predictable about when

  the music stopped. There was a frenzy of shredded paper and squeals and hysterical tears. I sipped tea on the sidelines, impressed and judgemental all at once.




  ‘She was really fun,’ I said. Lysette was watching me closely as if she was hungry for my words. ‘She was more than that though, wasn’t she? She was kind of wild in a

  way.’




  ‘I wouldn’t call her that,’ she said, quickly.




  ‘No, I mean . . . I meant it as a compliment.’




  She made a non-committal ‘mmm’ sound, and I tried not to feel like I’d said something wrong. We sat there for a minute in a silence that was unfamiliar in its awkwardness.




  ‘She was so kind,’ said Lysette eventually. ‘Saffron must’ve been two when I met her, and I felt like I was losing it a bit.’




  I thought back, tried to recall her being on the edge, but all I remembered was a predictable, overwhelming mix of love and exhaustion. Perhaps I’d been too wrapped up in my own stuff to

  recognise the nuance of it.




  ‘It’d been so long since I’d had a toddler, and I just . . . well, you’ll find out. We came out of some mums and tots group and we were late and she was

  insisting on trying to unlock the car door with a twig, and I’d just had it. I mean, I properly bawled at her, and Sarah saw me. I thought she’d give me one of those looks – there

  are these special, patented Mummy Looks some of them give you when it’s your kid throwing the Monster Munch – but she didn’t. She laughed at me.’




  ‘What, actually laughed?’




  ‘Yeah. I was a bit taken aback, but then she just dragged us off with her. It was summer, and we ended up having gin and tonics in the garden of The Black Bull while the kids played on the

  swing set. I think we might’ve got quite pissed. She just knew exactly what I needed.’ She paused. ‘She knew it better than I did.’




  ‘What happened to your car?’




  It was so not the point of the story, and yet somehow it was where my brain went.




  ‘I guess I got it the next day. She probably drove hers home.’




  ‘Really?’




  Why had she reacted so badly to ‘wild’? Everything she was telling me was painting a picture of a cosy, rural version of that very word.




  ‘Oh yeah. She used to run red lights on purpose when she had PMT. She was a menace in that car. I was going to have to take points for her, the way she was going.’




  I reached out my hand, stroked her calf.




  ‘You two obviously had such a laugh.’




  Lysette’s bottom lip crumpled again. In that moment she looked very young.




  ‘Not only that, though. I mean she was, she was the best fun, but she really listened to me, too. However I was being, she never judged me or made me feel bad.’ I tried to control my

  rampant, narcissistic urge to hold up our friendship against the one she was describing. ‘She just loved me and I loved her back.’




  ‘I know,’ I said, hugging her again, letting her cry. ‘I know how much you’re hurting.’




  I could barely hear her next words. ‘She never meant anything bad to happen.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, but Lysette burrowed more deeply into my shoulder, didn’t reply. Eventually she rubbed her eyes with her sleeve, shook herself, took a large gulp

  of her wine.




  ‘Mate, thank you so much for coming down.’ Her smile was still watery, but it was genuine. ‘I really needed you and you just came.’ I felt myself glowing from the inside.

  It felt primal and simple and deep all at once. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’




  ‘I’d always come.’




  ‘I know you would,’ she said. ‘Come on, tell me what’s been going on with you.’




  She never meant anything bad to happen. The phrase was still flickering for me, but I didn’t want to cost her this fragile calm by pushing her on it. Everything

  else felt so trivial, but gradually I managed to tell her about the vampiric priest, and how hard Patrick was working and, eventually, how frustrated I was by my body’s refusal to play

  ball.




  ‘Maybe you can ask Father Dracula to bless your woooomb,’ she said, and we laughed far more than the silliness merited. ‘Sorry,’ she said, wiping her eyes. Her spine

  straightened, that bleakness settling back down over her.




  ‘It’s OK to laugh,’ I said, as gently as I could. ‘You probably need the release.’




  ‘Yeah,’ she said, unconvinced. She picked up the wine bottle, poured the very last dregs into her glass. I could see murky specks of sediment swirling around as she took a gulp from

  it.




  ‘I bet Sarah would want you to,’ I said quietly. ‘I know I would want you to.’ She turned to me, her eyes blazing.




  ‘I don’t know that. I don’t know anything any more. The only thing I do know is that there is no way that Sarah would kill herself.’




  ‘Is it possible that she just lost her balance?’ I tentatively asked. ‘Fell off?’




  ‘No, not from the position she was found in.’ She stood up abruptly. ‘We should get some sleep.’




  She’d sounded crazed by grief the first time she’d denied it. I’d let the words wash over me, too busy searching for a way to make her accept the reality of Sarah’s

  suicide to even hear them properly.




  This time it was different. I was more porous somehow. The words worked their way in, refused to leave me.




  





  Sarah’s Diary: February 2nd 2015




  I spy, with my little eye – YOU. I watched her today, I watched her come out of her house and climb into her car, and I felt sick. She strutted to it,

  like she didn’t just own that car, she owned the whole street. No – more than that. She owned the whole town, with me stuck right there in the middle. No escape.




  When she drove off I nearly followed her, but even though she wouldn’t have known, I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction. I had that feeling, that feeling

  where I fucking wanna tear off my skin, and I nearly went into my purse, but I didn’t. I went for my make-up bag instead, put on bright red lips and blew myself a kiss in the mirror, even

  though I was bawling. She makes me feel like shit, and I can’t even admit it. Not even to Lysette, even though she knows all my deepest, darkest . . .




  Does anyone ever really know our deepest, darkest, though? Because if they did, how could we know they’d still like us, let alone love us? And if they didn’t love

  us, and WE didn’t love us, how could we even carry on?




  When I smooched it on Max at pick-up he rubbed his little cheek like he hated it, but I knew he loved it from the way he giggled. I snuggled him harder, and none of it

  mattered. NONE OF IT. It was just me and him against the world. She can’t take that away from me.




  Someone else loved it too. I knew he would – I see the way he looks at me. He says I’m paranoid, that I see things that aren’t there, but it’s not

  that. I’ve always had a bit of a sixth sense – I know things I shouldn’t know. In my worst moments, I end up thinking it’s a little bit dangerous.




  You can get it back in an instant. Right there and then, I loved being in my skin again. I was younger, sexier. I was a MILF, a minx. The feeling didn’t last all that

  long. That’s probably why I texted him later. Something harmless, a little bit funny. He texted straight back – I knew he would, didn’t need a sixth sense for that.




  When I was lying in bed listening to him breathing – no, it was snoring – I wondered if what I’d done was really all that harmless. I counted each of his

  exhales – it sounds fucking stupid, but I was treasuring them. All the things that seem like harmless fun never end up being all that harmless, do they? I’m too stupid to remember that

  fact when it matters. When I’m doing it. Now I’m here in the bathroom writing it down, it’s too late. It’s way too late.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  Saffron’s wellies had fat rubber bumblebees on the toes. During the ten-minute walk to school she’d managed to kick their smiley yellow faces against every

  conceivable obstacle: lamp-posts, walls – now her angry foot was heading for the gleaming silvery centre of a car wheel.




  ‘Saffron!’ I softened my voice, hating the shrill upturn it had. ‘That’s someone’s car. You wouldn’t like it if – I don’t know, some strange man

  came and kicked Peppa Pig across your bedroom.’




  Saffron cocked her head to look round at me like a small, mistrustful owl. She kept her foot suspended in mid-air, quietly letting me know I hadn’t won.




  ‘You don’t know anything about being six. No one who is six still likes Peppa Pig unless they’re a dum-dum head.’




  ‘OK, forget Peppa Pig.’ And forget my weird mental image of a Peppa Pig-hating football hooligan ambushing your bedroom. Saffron worshipped me – how could I be doing this

  badly, the second she decides to behave like a child instead of an acolyte? ‘The fact is, you can’t go around kicking people’s cars. Come on, we’re going to be

  late.’




  I stopped, hearing how my impatient words might ring in her ears. Hurry up and get to school, the place where your friend who’s lost his mummy – any child’s worst nightmare

  – will either be, or won’t be. I dropped to my knees so I was at her height.




  ‘Mummy calls these cars gas guzzlers.’ She made a weird chomping sound, gaze still trained on the gleaming wheel arch. ‘That’s what we do when they won’t let us go

  first.’




  ‘What,’ I said, making a strange nyug, nyug, nyug noise, muddy dampness starting to seep through the

  knees of my overpriced jeans, ‘like that?’




  ‘No, Mia,’ she said, world-weary. ‘That’s not how gas guzzlers sound.’ She took off like an arrow, wellies pelting down the pavement. ‘Come on,

  slowcoach!’




  *




  There were only a few stragglers left by the time we squeaked through the school gates. No: stragglers was the wrong word for them. The trio of women who stood near the doors

  seemed energised, crackling with a nervous electricity that was almost visible. As Saffron hurtled towards the doors, they turned en masse as if they were an elegant monster.




  ‘Slow down, sweetheart,’ said a lithe blonde, her right arm shooting out to stop her with confident authority.




  I expected Saffron to balk at it, but instead she ground to a meek halt. I drew up next to her, smiling too keenly.




  ‘Don’t worry, I haven’t kidnapped her. I’m Mia, her godmother.’




  The blonde’s cat-like blue eyes raked over me. ‘That’s your story and you’re sticking to it!’




  I laughed nervously, failing to summon up a witty riposte. I recognised the brunette standing next to her from a couple of birthday parties ago. Up close, she didn’t have the

  blonde’s thrown-together elegance; she was verging on chubby, rosy lipstick carefully painted on, fur-lined parka too obviously expensive. The third woman lacked their polish close up. She

  peered out through large glasses, made no great effort to smile.




  ‘We’ve met, haven’t we?’ said the brunette warmly. ‘Melissa?’




  ‘Mia.’ I paused a second too long. ‘Lovely to see you again. I should get this one to class.’




  ‘Don’t panic,’ said the blonde, and I tried not to prickle at the undertow of condescension. I was fairly sure by now that she was Kimberley Farthing, but I wasn’t going

  to bestow celebrity status on her by admitting it. ‘Normal service has definitely not resumed yet.’




  ‘No, no, of course,’ I said, instantly guilty for the judgements that had been spooling across my brain like a ticker tape of breaking news.




  The heavy double doors swung open behind us, a stocky man in wire-framed glasses stepping through them. Teamed with a checked shirt and a pair of vaguely colonial-looking tan-coloured trousers,

  they made him look older than he actually was. His smooth face, topped by a mop of curly blond hair, told me he couldn’t be much more than twenty-five. But it wasn’t just his clothes

  that aged him; it was the weight of sadness that he was carrying. It was the kind of sadness that should have taken a lifetime to accumulate.




  ‘Saffron!’ he said, forced warmth in his tone. ‘There you are!’




  ‘Sorry, Mr Grieve,’ she said, eyes round and guilty. ‘I know it’s very, very bad to be late.’




  He suddenly dropped to his knees, just like I had by the car. He knew it – he knew, like I did – that she was chock full of feelings she didn’t have words for.




  ‘That’s OK,’ he said, extending his big paw towards her. ‘You’re here now.’




  She slipped her small hand in his, her trust automatic, and he stood up. The mothers watched the interaction unfold, almost fascinated by it. I wanted to say something, stake a claim, I suppose,

  but it felt like there wasn’t a role for me in this particular tableau.




  ‘Ladies,’ he said, his voice low and muted. He seemed only prepared to glance at them, his focus still on Saffron.




  Kimberley stepped towards him, touched his bare arm, which was covered in a light fuzz of blond hair. ‘Know that we’ll all be thinking of you today.’




  Mr Grieve – who must have had a real name – shook his head as if he didn’t quite trust himself to speak. He moved away.




  ‘Come on, you,’ he said to Saffron, holding the door open so she could run through.




  ‘Come for coffee if you like?’ the brunette asked, and I wondered if it was an unnecessary apology for getting my name wrong. Kimberley was distracted, still looking at the swinging

  door, even though Saffron and her teacher had been swallowed up.




  ‘Perhaps if you’re there we’ll be able to persuade Lysette she needs to face the world.’ She smiled, leaned in to kiss my cheek so suddenly that I nearly flinched.

  ‘I’m Helena, in case your memory’s as bad as mine.’




  Saying no felt rude. Later I would wonder if rudeness was woefully underrated.




  *




  The day had started overcast and murky, but by now the drizzle had turned into a full-scale downpour. We crossed the pretty square as fast as we could, fat raindrops bouncing

  off the flagstones. The Crumpet – its name written in thick, black, curly letters on its swinging metal sign – was overflowing with waterlogged buggies and open umbrellas, the tables

  packed tightly together and crammed with damp and grumpy customers. Kimberley cut through the chaos as if she were parting the Red Sea, somehow managing to persuade the waiter to rearrange the

  terrain until there was a perfect corner nook that could have been designed for us. I found myself combing over what Lysette had said the night before, her plea for me to help her. A fistful of

  menus had appeared in Kimberley’s hand, ready to distribute, a carafe of water had been automatically placed in front of her. I couldn’t imagine her ever needing help, not even in a

  nuclear holocaust. If she was masterminding Nigel Farthing’s career, I’d bet on him making prime minister by Christmas.




  ‘No reply from Lysette,’ she said once we’d settled, sitting straight-backed on her chair with the poise of a ballerina. Helena had slid into the seat next to her, the two of

  them like an interview panel. ‘Has she messaged any of you?’




  ‘I’m really worried about her,’ said the third woman, who I was only just getting a handle on. I knew she was called Alex, and that she seemed to adore Lysette, but that was

  about it. ‘How bad is she?’ She peered at me accusingly from the seat next to mine. They’d subjected me to swift, thorough questioning as we walked here and had established I was

  Lysette’s therapist friend. ‘You must be able to tell.’




  Their focus suddenly sharpened, as if a net had caught me in a wide embrace and was starting to tighten. I tried to speak, but the words dried before they reached the outside. Then the waiter

  arrived, a checked shirt half tucked into his jeans, a crumpled pad in his hand.




  ‘Can I get you girls started with some drinks?’




  His voice was a lazy drawl, an Aussie accent pushing up the tips of his words. He ran his hand through his collar-length brown hair, an easy smile playing across his face. We’re not girls,

  I thought, we’re pushing forty, but I knew as soon as the prim thought had landed that that was the point.




  ‘We’re all skinny lattes, Jake,’ said Kimberley, turning to me, then turning her wide green eyes back towards him as if she was my interpreter. ‘What do you

  fancy?’




  ‘A fat one,’ I said, knowing immediately how idiotic it sounded. ‘And some kind of croissant pastry thing?’




  ‘You got it!’ he said, shouldering his way back through the crush of tables towards the noisy coffee machine.




  Alex stared after him, her eyes starting to fill.




  ‘Sorry . . . sorry,’ she said, wadding up a stiff paper napkin and taking off her glasses to scrub at wet eyes. Her nails were bitten and ragged, her left hand

  ringless, naked-looking next to their chunky diamonds. ‘It just feels macabre to me. We’re sitting here ordering coffees like it’s OK Sarah’s not here. I keep looking at the

  door like she’s about to walk in.’




  ‘Run in, more like,’ said Helena, trying to smile. Her vowels were a bit nasal-sounding, Estuary: they lacked the cut-glass precision of Kimberley’s. ‘She’d be

  trying to pay for all the coffees to apologise, and Jake’d been giving us free stuff.’




  ‘Jake’s always charmed by her,’ agreed Alex.




  ‘We’d have a pile of muffins by now,’ said Helena, laughing, her face immediately darkening as the brief respite from the truth receded. There was silence for a few seconds,

  before Kimberley turned back to me. I noticed how the other women’s gazes seemed to follow hers.




  ‘How is Lysette? I mean . . . sorry, that’s a stupid question. Sarah was her best friend. What I mean is, what can we do?’




  The feeling that rose up in me was so primal that I couldn’t even scold myself for it. She’s my best friend, I wanted to roar. She’s been my best friend since we were thirteen;

  that position never became vacant.




  ‘Bereavement, particularly traumatic bereavement, is very complex,’ I said, my voice tinny and pompous. ‘Lysette’s in shock. It’s hard to say how long that’s

  going to last, but it will shift.’




  ‘They were so close,’ said Kimberley. I felt like she was watching me too forensically, like I was a rare Siberian tiger, trapped behind bars. ‘If Sarah was going to do

  something like that, I can’t believe she wouldn’t have known something was wrong.’




  Alex’s eyes flicked quickly towards her, something unreadable in her gaze. She looked downwards, begun mopping up a slop of water with her soggy napkin.




  ‘But Lysette was away last week,’ said Helena, and I felt a surge of defensiveness. Lysette was already taking too much responsibility, without them providing a chorus.




  ‘If somebody wants to’ – it felt too brutal to continue – ‘it’s very hard to stop them.’




  You stupid, coffee-swigging women, I thought, she threw herself from a building! I see the aftermath of cries for help – clients who’ve had their stomachs pumped or hold out wrists

  that are criss-crossed with shallow scars – but if you jump from a multistorey car park, you know there’s no get-out clause. I shuddered, wishing suddenly that I was anywhere but

  here.




  ‘I need to see her!’ said Alex, intense. ‘I need to talk to her properly about what she knows.’




  Looking back, I think I heard something in her voice, something under the words, but I dismissed it, too busy slamming myself for being so possessive and judgemental. Jake was coming back

  towards us now, coffees precariously balanced on a metal tray.




  ‘We should tell him,’ hissed Helena.




  ‘I can’t,’ said Alex firmly. ‘I can’t say it out loud again.’




  ‘Ladies, coffee’s up,’ he said, unloading them from his tray, and depositing a dry-looking croissant in front of me. He looked around us, his handsome face registering the

  tension. Kimberley fixed him with a steady gaze, her hand already on his arm, voice low and authoritative.




  ‘Jake, there’s something we need to tell you.’




  ‘What’s happened?’ he said, immediately tense.




  ‘It’s Sarah,’ she said, nodding imperceptibly towards a chair that he should pull up. Customers were desperately trying to catch his attention, but his focus on her was

  absolute: it couldn’t be otherwise. ‘You know our friend, the baby? She died. She committed suicide.’




  I watched her face as she said it, looked for any doubt in her mind about Sarah’s fate. I couldn’t detect any: it only seemed to lie with Lysette. Jake blanched. His large, strong

  hands started to shake.




  ‘I can’t . . . no.’




  Kimberley increased the pressure on his arm, cocking her head to meet his eyes.




  ‘I know. It’s the most terrible thing. We couldn’t not tell you.’




  ‘The baby’ – there was something so odd in that phrase. Jake suddenly stood up, his chair screeching against the stone floor, Kimberley’s hand left in mid-air.




  ‘I’m sorry. I’ve got to get back.’




  ‘It’s horrible,’ said Kimberley, her focus still pin tight, almost as if none of us were there. To my left, Alex emitted a sob. There was something strange and unsettling about

  the intensity of their grief.




  Jake stumbled away, shaking his head. Customers were waving at him, but he was like a stunned animal, not yet able to respond.




  ‘You did so well,’ said Helena. ‘I just couldn’t do it.’




  Kimberley gave a small smile. She turned to me.




  ‘Do you think I did OK?’ she said, catching me completely off guard.




  ‘It’s not for me to judge.’ She waited. ‘Yeah, you did really well. You were very calm.’




  ‘Thanks. It’s just so hard to know how to handle . . .’ She looked away. ‘Any of this.’




  She turned back to me, and again, they swung their gazes in unison. I ripped the nose off my croissant and chewed on its dry innards. There’s a French place round the back of the Holloway

  Road where me and Patrick go on Saturday mornings. It’s shabby and loud, presided over by a tubby Frenchman whose accent hasn’t been even slightly dented by a decade in London. Right

  then I missed it acutely. I took a large slug of my coffee, grateful for the fact it was lukewarm. I’d be able to down it without causing offence.




  ‘Disbelief is a natural way to feel right now,’ I said. ‘Death is so hard to absorb, particularly a death like this – a contemporary, right out of the blue. Try to be

  gentle with yourselves.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Helena, reaching out to cover my hand with hers, gratitude in her eyes for the tiny crumb I’d given. Her skin felt almost unnaturally soft. ‘I

  can’t imagine feeling – I don’t know – like the world isn’t going to play some shitty trick on me.’




  ‘Of course. It’s only just happened, you’ve still got the funeral to get through . . .’




  I felt a trickle of dread. I’d promised Lysette I’d stay; it was terrible to admit, but part of me had hoped Roger would summon me back to London, a convenient scapegoat.




  ‘Could I talk to you?’ asked Helena. ‘About what counselling would be like? Lysette says you’re amazing.’




  Kimberley was watching me in that way she had – like she could see something that no one else could see just outside my peripheral vision. Then she gave an unexpected smile, like the sun

  breaking through cloud, and she looked too beautiful to pick apart.




  ‘Sure!’ I said, without allowing myself time to let the question echo inside. ‘I should go, get back to Lysette, but I’ll give you my number. I’ll be here for a few

  more days.’ I took another gulp of coffee, even though it tasted disgusting: the cold milk had congealed into a greasy skin that hovered on the surface. ‘Thanks for . . .

  it was nice to meet you all.’




  When I left I could feel three pairs of eyes boring into my retreating back.




  





  CHAPTER FIVE




  I normally saved this trick for teenagers – the reluctant ones, forced to see me by an irate parent. I’d take them to Hampstead Heath or the Natural History Museum,

  walk and talk – see if they plumped for a linear path or a chaotic zigzag across the grass, a brontosaurus or a can of Coke – little clues that oiled the hinges and opened the door.




  When I’d suggested a walk to Helena she’d readily agreed, and now she had texted from outside, the hazard lights on her ostentatiously large black BMW flashing an invitation. I tried

  to persuade Lysette to come to the door with me, but she shook her head mulishly, reminding me acutely of Saffron, minus the bee-faced wellies. She’d been sitting at the kitchen table for the

  past hour, hands tightly wrapped around a mug of tea, barely communicating with me. Some pans were piled up in the sink, and the plastic carton of milk was growing warm on the kitchen counter. At

  least she was dressed.




  I put the milk back in the fridge, wiping up a trail of it with a grey-looking sponge. Her mood had got gradually darker over the last twenty-four hours. When Helena followed up with a staccato

  toot of her horn I was almost grateful.




  ‘I’ll see you in a bit,’ I said, leaning over her to kiss Lysette’s hot cheek. She looked up at me, her eyes almost pleading.




  ‘I know you’re going to listen to her, but don’t . . . don’t listen to everything.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ I said. I kept going back over the conversation we had that first night, chastising myself for how quickly I’d shut down what it was she was trying to say.

  With clients, I simply tried to listen without judgement and then work outwards from where they were starting from. Could she honestly believe that Sarah hadn’t killed herself? The funeral

  was the next day – horrible though it was, it might at least make what had happened start feeling real. I’d wait until she’d got through it before I risked trying to reason with

  her again.




  ‘Things about me.’




  ‘Lys, I’m not going to talk about you behind your back!’ I said. ‘How old are we?’




  ‘Too old,’ she said, and we both finally smiled.




  ‘She loves you! They all do.’ Her eyes flashed: not like Sarah, they said. ‘You sure you don’t want to just ask her in for tea?’ Lysette shook her head, took a gulp

  of her own tea like we might threaten her supply. ‘I thought you wanted me to talk to her?’ I said, trying not to let a note of exasperation creep into my voice.




  ‘Yeah, no. It’s really kind of you.’




  ‘I think you should try and see them before the funeral,’ I said, then cursed my own bossiness. She didn’t reply. ‘Whatever you think. I’ll be back by

  six.’




  ‘See you then,’ she said, voice small, her sadness making me sad.




  *




  The weather was less filthy today but it still didn’t feel like real summer. It was warm in a muggy kind of a way, grey clouds scudding about like playground bullies.

  Helena was leaning against the door of her 4×4, pulling deeply on a cigarette. She threw it down as soon as she saw me, even though it was only half gone, grinding it into oblivion with the

  heel of a high-heeled chestnut leather boot.




  ‘Don’t worry, I brought trainers,’ she said. She smiled at me, but it was brisk and efficient, lacking the overblown warmth of our last encounter. Ridiculously, I felt

  underdressed. My jeans were on day two, my options running short now I’d stayed on, my long-sleeved blue T-shirt a cast-off of Lysette’s with tiny holes puncturing the armpits.




  ‘Are we heading for rocky terrain?’




  Everything I said to these women sounded as though I’d been practising it in my head beforehand, like it deserved a little drum roll.




  ‘No,’ she said, climbing into the driver’s seat. I hopped in too. The inside smelt of Chanel No 5, and I wondered if she sprayed it around to disguise the underlying whiff of

  cigarette smoke. The radio came on as she flicked the key, a loud blast of Katy Perry. She didn’t turn it off. ‘Thanks for doing this,’ she said, over the top.




  ‘Of course. You’re Lysette’s friend.’




  ‘I keep thinking of Rex,’ she said, ‘my little one’. Katy was reaching a crescendo by now, and I wondered if it would be rude to turn her down. ‘I can’t

  imagine it, just being gone.’




  It was hard to say anything meaningful when all I was communicating with was her profile. Just like last time she was fully made up, her eyelashes so lush that they didn’t convince. Her

  skin was taut, almost pinched, and I unconsciously traced the subtle lines that arced from my nose down to my mouth. When I waste time peering at them in the mirror, I find it hard not to

  experience the double punch: hating them, then hating myself for the shallowness of hating them. The mirror is not always my friend.




  ‘Do you know how they’re coping?’ I asked. ‘Has Joshua got people staying with them?’ We’d left the village now, nothing but green fields either side of

  us.




  ‘Lisa and Kyle will be helping, I’m sure.’




  ‘Who are they?’




  ‘His ex and her husband. They’ve got one of those civilised divorces,’ she said, voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘His older two live with them. Jack’s in the top

  juniors at St Augustine’s still.’




  ‘Didn’t he leave her for Sarah?’




  ‘Yup. Tell you what, if Chris dumped me for someone half my age, there’d be no conscious uncoupling, not unless it was me pulling his dick off.’




  I laughed, the relief making me aware that laughter had been in short supply since that first night. Patrick always made me laugh, but when I’d called him the evening before, neither of us

  had been in that space. He was stuck at work, his distraction palpable, whilst I was perched on my inflatable bed in Saffron’s room, wanting and not wanting to tell him that my period had

  crept up and ambushed me.




  ‘That’s very grown-up of her,’ I said.




  ‘Lisa said in the long run she was grateful. Apparently she says she knows now the marriage was dead anyway – the affair was just the straw that broke the camel’s back. Sarah

  was pretty bolshie about it – she said they all ended up better off.’




  ‘Wow.’ I wanted to ask more, but I checked myself. I didn’t like the way I was starting to analyse Sarah, the sly mental notes I was taking.




  ‘I guess she had to say something like that though, didn’t she?’ said Helena. ‘Lisa, I mean.’




  ‘Maybe. Particularly if you’re all still living in the same place.’ The thought of it made me shudder: it was another thing that recommended a sprawling, impersonal metropolis.

  I looked out at the endless-seeming fields. ‘Where is it we’re going?’ I asked.




  ‘There’s a forest. That’s a bit of an overstatement – it’s a little wood. It’s round to the left.’




  She swung the huge car off the main road, the turn sharp and sudden. We were on a narrow lane now, trees looming on either side. She mashed the horn with the palm of her hand as the lane curved

  to the left, the long hoot making a couple of pheasants soar upwards in a squawking flurry. A denser patch of trees was up ahead, and she pulled the car onto a grass verge. I unbuckled my seat

  belt, feeling slightly sick. I opened the door and clambered out, grateful for the fresh air.
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