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To Jasper, Arlie and Elias






PART ONE






ONE


The journey into darkness began with the move, although for Nancy North moving felt more like an ending. The wreckage of the past lay behind her and she couldn’t see into the future or imagine what it would be.

‘We’ll come back,’ she said determinedly, wrapping glasses in newspaper to keep them safe, placing them into the large box at her feet.

Felix smiled across at her.

‘Of course,’ he said.

‘And soon.’

‘Soon,’ he echoed, but Nancy knew he was just humouring her.

He taped his box shut and labelled it with a marker pen. Nancy watched him. Her packing was impatient and slapdash; his was calm and methodical.

They were moving from a flat that she loved into a smaller and cheaper one she hadn’t seen, and from a patch of East London where she knew every shop, every alley, to an area she had never set foot in. She’d had to look at a map to find out where it was. West London: it was travelling to a different continent.

‘Harlesden,’ she said. ‘What’s it like then?’

Felix straightened up and pushed his fingers through his blonde hair. He looked tired, and Nancy felt a familiar stab of guilt. She had done that to him. All of this was her fault, and he hadn’t complained once.

‘Interesting,’ he answered. ‘Diverse. I think you’ll like it.’

It sounded like he was reading from a guidebook. There was an anxious, almost pleading note in his voice. Nancy crossed the room and put her arms around him.

‘It’ll be an adventure. While we plan what comes next,’ she said, and kissed him.

An adventure. If she allowed herself to think about it, which she tried not to, it felt more like a failure and a humiliating retreat. Eleven months ago, she had opened a tiny restaurant in Stoke Newington, the fulfilment of a dream she had had since she was a teenager. It had taken most of her twenties to save up the money for the deposit, working long hours in shitty jobs while friends became lawyers and teachers and management consultants, whatever they were, or travelled for months at a time, posting photos of themselves from beaches and jungles. At last, she managed to get a bank loan with scary repayments, and then had to find the premises, to equip it, to get the right person to be waiter and bar tender. A year and a half ago, just before she turned thirty-two, she had opened the restaurant. She had never worked so hard or with such intensity: in the kitchen before most people’s day began, home very late, and even then, she would lie in bed and think about the tasks that hadn’t been completed and the things that she could do better. It was like being an accountant and an artist at the same time. She even dreamed about menus. She barely saw Felix in those feverish months, or friends, unless they came to eat in the restaurant. She never took days off or went on holiday. But she was happy, if happiness means joyful immersion in a task. She was also, she realised now when it was too late, scared that it was too good to be true and couldn’t last.

It couldn’t.

Four months ago, on a Sunday in the hot middle of July when she was making raspberry sorbet, a voice had whispered to her, ‘It’s coming.’

Nancy had looked around. The kitchen was empty.

She pushed an escaped lock of hair back inside her cap and returned to her task.

‘It’s coming,’ said the voice again, nasty, menacing, making her heart beat faster.

There was still no one there. Perhaps she had been talking to herself. She often talked to herself, giving herself instructions, admonitions. ‘Get out of the bath, Nancy North,’ she would say, or she would tell herself where she was putting her keys so that she wouldn’t forget them. She talked in her sleep as well. Felix would gently shake her awake and tell her she had been shouting out, asking for help.

That sinister voice was the last thing she remembered. Everything that happened after was a blur: yells and screams, leering faces and pinching fingers, a hurtling sense of terror and she knew she had to get away but there was no place to hide, no safety anywhere. She did have a few clear and shaming memories. One was of urgently taking her friend Bridie by the arm and making her run, shouting at her all the while to go faster, trying to take her away from danger. When they had at last come to a gasping stop, Bridie had stared at her in such horror that Nancy had crouched on the ground and covered her face with her hands. The other was of Felix crying, his mouth wide open and fat tears streaming down his cheeks, into his stubble. She had never seen him cry before, nor since. She promised herself she would never make him cry like that again.

She had been sectioned, drugged, talked to as if she was a small child, made to put food in her mouth. In the psychiatric ward she had lost all sense of time. She had learned to talk about what had happened to her as a psychotic breakdown, the result of working so hard and with such a feverish passion. Her voices had been externalisations: the self warning the self of its danger. She had come to understand that she had often heard the voices before, though they had never seemed violently threatening.

When she was released from hospital, back into a world where the light seemed too bright and the sky like a bruise, she had lost almost everything she cared about: her beloved little restaurant, several of her friends who were embarrassed and appalled by what she had been like in those wild weeks, her self-respect, her self-belief, her joy. The shame was intense: there were days when it took all her courage to meet someone’s gaze. She wanted to hide, to cover her eyes, be swallowed up in darkness and forgetfulness.

Felix had saved her. He had been calm and steadfast and tender, and Nancy, who hated being looked after by anyone, let herself be looked after by him. It was Felix who had dealt with all the bureaucracy of the fall-out, faced up to the fact that they could no longer afford the flat they were living in, found the new place which a friend of his was moving out of and which he’d often visited, organised the removal men, and done the lion’s share of packing.

‘Felix,’ said Nancy.

‘Yes?’

‘This teapot has a crack. Keep or chuck?’

He lifted it in his broad, competent hands and examined it.

‘Keep until we buy a new one.’

‘And Felix.’

He looked round at her.

‘Have I ever told you how fab you are?’

He grinned.

‘Rather a lot recently.’

In her late teens and twenties, she would have overlooked Felix, or dismissed him as boring. He wasn’t reckless, charismatic, unreliable, unpredictable or downright self-harming; not thin and stubbly and carelessly dressed. No sharp cheekbones or tattoos or piercings. He didn’t take drugs, except the occasional spliff; he paid bills on time. He was solid, blonde, sensible and good-looking in a way that was easy to ignore. He was only two years older than Nancy, but sometimes, she thought, they seemed to belong to different generations.

‘Remember our first meeting?’

He had come, with a mutual friend, to the restaurant where she worked before she opened her own. She hadn’t fallen for him at once, but she had rather liked the way he looked, the way he listened, his modesty, his composure, his lack of irony, the way he ate his food slowly and thoughtfully, giving it his full attention. He wasn’t neurotic or troubled. He was, well, nice. And he adored her. It was almost absurd how much he adored her.

‘Do you remember what you ate?’

He lifted knives from their magnetic strip and folded them in tea towels before saying, ‘No, but I remember you came out of the kitchen in white trousers and a funny little cap on your head with some of your hair escaping from it and there were freckles on the bridge of your nose. I thought you very fetching.’

‘Fetching?’

‘Yes.’

‘You had tagliatelle with wild mushrooms and parmesan and lots of black pepper.’

‘That sounds pretty good.’

‘We should have that as our anniversary meal.’

‘It’s a plan.’

He was pulling pots and pans out of the cupboards.

‘I’m going to start cooking again soon.’

‘Only when you’re ready.’

‘I miss it.’

‘Don’t forget what your doctor said. One step at a time.’

Nancy felt a pulse of irritation. She wanted to say that of course she wouldn’t forget, and that Felix didn’t need to incessantly remind her: he wasn’t her doctor or her carer, but her partner. But she held her tongue.

‘It’s about three steps to the bedroom,’ she said instead. ‘A goodbye fuck.’

‘Nancy, we have to get everything packed and we’ve barely started.’

But he was smiling and moving towards her, frying pan still in one hand. She put her arms around him, and he pushed her long, pale brown hair away from her face before kissing her.

Everything will be all right, Nancy told herself, putting her fingers in his soft hair, feeling the graze of his cheek. She would take her drugs, see her therapist, take things step by step and day by day. But there was a sinister tingling in her brain, like pins and needles. The objects in the room came in and out of focus and she closed her eyes to stop the world from wavering. I will make it all right.



On the other side of London, in a small flat in Harlesden, twenty-three-year-old Kira Mullan was saying goodbye to the man she had spent the afternoon in bed with. He was called Ollie and she liked him. She really liked him. It had been a long time since she had fallen like this for someone: maybe, she thought giddily, not since her first real boyfriend when she was sixteen and a half and thought that love would last for ever, but then he had left her for one of the mean girls in her class. She could still remember the heartbreak, how she had cried for days until her eyes were red and her whole face puffy with luxurious weeping.

But then what about Davey, who she’d gone out with when she was nineteen? Or Serge, who had overlapped with Davey, which wasn’t something she usually did, or Angus with the lovely voice and the drug habit that got out of control. Since she’d arrived in London, there had just been a handful of unsatisfactory hook-ups that she had tried to pretend to herself were more pleasurable than they actually were. A few of them had been scary and some were a tipsy blur. Sometimes she wondered if she had made a mistake coming here. London was exciting, but also monstrously huge and sprawling, and she didn’t understand how to belong to it, how to meet people who wanted to be friends with her. She did her best to sparkle and be fun and show her best face, but there were days when loneliness swamped her normal buoyant optimism. Not today, though. Today she was brimful of hope.

Ollie pulled his jacket on. Kira was wrapped in a flimsy robe and her hair was a tangle; her lips were chapped. Happiness and sex had made her young face glow.

‘I don’t want to go,’ he said.

‘I’ve got to get to work. I’ll be late as it is.’

He ran a thumb against her lower lip, pressed his lips to her jaw.

‘I’ve been wanting you for weeks,’ he said. ‘Ever since I saw you in the bar.’

‘Really?’

‘You’re beautiful,’ he said, his mouth in her hair, hands on the small of her back. ‘Gorgeous.’

She leaned into him, feeling his warmth.

‘You’re not so bad yourself.’

‘I’ll call you when I get back.’

‘When will that be?’

‘Six days.’

‘I’ll be waiting.’

It was the last time he would see her.






TWO


Early the next morning, Felix left to pick up the van he had rented. It was a Saturday in mid-November, cold and grey and threatening rain. Nancy, alone in the flat full of boxes and bulging cases, walked from room to room. She was saying goodbye and readying herself for the next stage.

She checked her shoulder bag. Her passport was in there, her make-up bag, the drugs prescribed by Dr Lowe that she needed to take at regular times through the day but which dried out her mouth. She sometimes felt that her edges were being rubbed away, all the sharp and unexpected bits of her. But she would go on taking them, and go on checking in with Helena, her therapist.

‘Never again,’ she said aloud to the room.

‘What’s that?’ a voice called.

‘That was quick.’

Felix came into the room, jangling a key in his hand.

‘I’ll take the heavy stuff,’ he said.

As the van filled up, Nancy thought how much and yet how little they had. There were all the flimsy bits and pieces of a life – the plates and glasses and cutlery; the bed linen and towels; the laptops and chargers; the cases of clothes and splitting bin bags of shoes; the things they didn’t really want but couldn’t bring themselves to throw away – and yet they possessed barely any furniture and certainly no possibility of a place of their own.

She put a large pot plant near the back of the van and shut the door.

‘Ready?’ Felix asked.

She nodded.

‘You don’t want to check one last time?’

‘You do it,’ she said.

Her keys were on the table. She needed to be gone.



London rolled by, first familiar and then strange. The sky was tea-bag brown and it was starting to rain. The windscreen wipers swept back and forth, trailing shreds of loose rubber which made a squeaking sound. It was a long, slow journey. Nancy’s head buzzed.

‘Okay?’ Felix asked.

‘Fine.’

‘You’re sure? You seem a bit quiet.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Just say if you aren’t.’

‘I will. Tell me about the other people in the house. Do you know all of them?’

‘I only really know the guys in the basement flat. Barney and Seamus.’

‘What are they like?’

‘Good guys,’ Felix said.

‘What do they do?’

‘Seamus is some kind of fitness instructor. I’m not sure about Barney.’

‘Old? Young?’

‘Maybe our age or a bit younger. Early thirties, anyway.’

‘Friendly? Shy?’

‘Barney’s a bit shy.’

Nancy gave up.

‘You don’t know the other people?’

‘I’ve no idea who lives opposite. I’ve met the woman on the ground floor in passing.’

‘What’s she like?’

‘She seems nice.’ Felix turned left. They were driving alongside a road, one side of which was residential, and on the other was a whole system of railway tracks. Beyond those, there were cranes, industrial buildings, storage tanks. A freight train rattled past in the opposite direction. ‘You mustn’t worry,’ he said.

‘I wasn’t worrying. I was wondering. What about the flat?’

‘It’s quite small,’ he said cautiously. ‘But you’re about to see it.’



The house in Fielding Road was from the late nineteenth century. A few feet of gravel pathway led to the communal front door with four buzzers in a vertical row to its left. A metal staircase led down to the basement flat.

Felix fumbled in his pocket for keys and opened the door. Nancy stepped into a dark hall, cracked tiles on the floor and a naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. There was a door to the right and on the other side a staircase carpeted with a fraying runner.

‘First floor,’ said Felix, and they mounted the stairs in silence.

There was a high wailing noise that grew louder as they approached the first floor. At first Nancy thought it was an alarm, but then she realised it came from a crying baby.

Felix opened the door to their flat and then shut it behind them, but even with the door closed the noise was piercing.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Nancy, seeing his anxious expression. ‘It’s bound to stop soon.’

She looked around the flat. Felix had been right to call it small. The door led directly into a square living room, furnished with basic pine furniture, leading into a tiny, doorless galley kitchen with a door that led down a flight of rickety steps into the far end of the narrow, untended garden. To the right of the living room was a bedroom with just enough room for a double bed, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. To the left was a bathroom.

‘What do you think?’

The walls were stained and peeling. The room smelt of damp, the windows weren’t big enough to let in much light – although perhaps it would be better when it wasn’t grey and wet outside. She thought of the bright, airy flat they had just left. She thought of her modest, satisfying little restaurant with its whitewashed walls and sturdy wooden tables. She made herself smile.

‘We can make it feel homely,’ she said. ‘Once our things are in here, pictures on the walls, throws.’

Felix nodded gratefully.

‘I’ll start unloading,’ he said. ‘Then I need to get the van back.’



Kira heard people going up and down the stairs, carrying things. She thought of offering to help, but she was still in her pyjamas even though it was early afternoon. She wasn’t working today, and she had spent the morning lying in bed with a mug of coffee and toast and honey, looking at her phone, half dozing and then waking up in a state of voluptuous drowsiness. She felt like a cat curled up in its own warmth.

Eventually she made herself get up. There was the party this evening, and she’d seen a dress in town that she wanted to buy. A beautiful green sequined sheath. She imagined herself wearing it.

As she left, she met Olga from upstairs in the hall. Olga was small and thin, and she was holding her baby, who was enormous and red-faced, with a huge open mouth from which came frightful howls.

‘Sorry for the noise.’

‘You look exhausted.’

‘I am. How do other mothers do it? Perhaps,’ she added, ‘their husbands help more.’

Kira thought of her own mother, who’d done it all alone. She would rush in from work and start cooking their tea before she’d even taken her coat off. Kira’s father had left just after her younger sister was born. Her mouth tightened: she didn’t like thinking of him. He was a thin, querulous, complaining man who had abandoned his family and then felt sorry for himself. Sometimes he called her in the middle of the night, when he’d drunk too much, to tell her how nobody understood him and how life had let him down.

‘Let me babysit one night,’ she said impulsively to Olga. ‘You and Harry can go out together.’

‘You would do that?’

‘Of course. I’d like to.’



Felix left and Nancy sat on a packing box and stared around. The baby was still screaming. If anything, it was louder than ever. She wanted tea, but which box contained the tea bags, which the mugs? She pulled a strip of masking tape off the nearest box and levered it open. Pots and pans. She lifted one out, a heavy cast-iron saucepan that she hadn’t been able to resist. She held it on her lap for a few moments and then began to weep. Everything was wrong.



The dress was still there. Kira took it into the changing room, stripped off her jeans and sweatshirt, and inched herself into it, the silky, chinking material cool against her flesh. She looked at herself in the mirror, turning this way and that, glancing back at herself over her shoulder. She took off her socks with their balding heels and stood on tiptoe. It made her look both slim and voluptuous, she thought: the stretch of it over her hips and her breasts, and she imagined herself wearing it when Ollie came back. She smiled at her reflection. I’m pretty, she thought; I’m sexy. Only five days, she told herself.

Kira bought her dress, though she couldn’t really afford it. Almost all of her money went on paying the rent for the nasty little flat which smelt of damp and had silverfish in the bathroom. She should move, find a flat share so when she got up in the morning there would be someone to chat to over a mug of tea, and when she came home at night, it wouldn’t be to an empty room, the freight trains rumbling by and making the windows rattle.

She walked back in the strengthening rain. On the street, she ran into Michelle Strauss, the woman who lived next door. Michelle was middle-aged and plump, with round glasses that made her look like an owl and a smile that always seemed ironic. She usually wore baggy linen clothes. She had always been very friendly to Kira, and once invited her for supper, but the way she would look at Kira with speculative curiosity made her uneasy, and the way her husband, Dylan, looked at her made her flinch.

‘Hello, Kira,’ said Michelle. She looked at the bag Kira was clutching. ‘Been shopping?’

‘I bought a dress. I shouldn’t have. It was stupidly expensive. But I couldn’t resist.’

‘Show me.’

Kira brought the garment out of the bag and for a moment, in spite of the rain, held it against herself.

‘Wow!’ Michelle said.

‘I’m going to wear it to Seamus and Barney’s party tonight.’

‘Have fun.’



‘Seamus invited me to their party tonight,’ said Felix as he came back into the flat, having delivered the van.

‘Party?’

‘In the downstairs flat. He said it was a last-minute thing. Shall we go?’

Nancy’s heart was jumping in her chest and her pulse was fluttering in her temple. She didn’t feel quite right.

‘You go,’ she said.

‘Don’t you want to come? Just for a bit?’

‘I’m a bit tired.’

‘I’ll stay here too. It’s our first evening.’

‘Don’t. It would be good to go. After all, they’re our new neighbours.’

‘I’ll just pop in for a few minutes after supper. I thought I’d get us a takeaway.’

‘Stay as long as you like.’



Kira ate a bag of crisps slowly, licking the salt off her fingers. She dried her hair and tied it loosely back at the nape of her neck. She painted her nails, put on a necklace, some dangling earrings, several thin silver bangles. She applied make-up carefully: dramatic eyes and red lips. Then she stepped into her new green dress. It was like a second skin. She smiled and her looking-glass self smiled back. Her eyes shone.



Nancy lay in bed and listened to the sounds of the party. It was two floors down, but the floors were thin, and the whole house seemed to reverberate with the noise. Good music, she thought. She loved dancing, but she couldn’t remember the last time she had danced.

She was glad Felix had gone to the party. Since coming out of hospital, she had rarely been alone. It was as if he didn’t quite trust her yet; as if he thought she might unravel again if he didn’t keep an eye on her. It was good to lie in bed, music pounding below her and trains rattling by outside the window, and let thoughts drift through her. Everything was strange to her: the breakdown, the move, this flat, her future. She felt small and naked in the world.

She woke briefly when Felix climbed into bed beside her.

‘Good party?’ she mumbled.

‘I didn’t mean to wake you.’

His breath smelt of beer.

‘What time is it?’

‘Go to sleep now.’






THREE


Nancy’s real feeling of dread began the next day, with a small patch of damp on the wall. The wallpaper was the coarse, cheap kind that landlords used to cover up cracks. It had little chips on it like the chickenpox pimples on skin. She raised her hand and pushed it against the patch. The paper had come away from the wall behind. She thought of the moisture oozing out of the body of the house.

She looked around the room and remembered the old saying: a place for everything and everything in its place. Just at the moment, here in this new flat, there was a place for nothing and nothing was in its place. The walls were bare, except the pale rectangles where pictures had once hung. A light socket dangled from the centre of the ceiling with no light bulb in it. The previous tenant had taken the pictures and taken the light bulbs.

Cardboard packing cases covered the floor. One of them had split, showing the paperback books inside. It was their whole life, stacked in front of her. In Stoke Newington it had looked hopeful and now here in Harlesden, ten miles to the west and a whole world away, it looked lost and defeated.

In the next couple of days the boxes would be unloaded and the contents distributed and arranged and hung and stowed, and it might almost look like a home again.

But that stain would still be there, even if they could cover it with a picture.

As she looked at it, she suddenly felt as if the building was alive and it was suffering from a wound and was exuding some blood or awful liquid. The wall had tried to contain it but it was trying to force its way through.

Nancy heard a rumble and felt it too, beneath her feet. Water was running through pipes under the floorboards. Probably the heating was switching itself on or off, or someone in the flat next door was emptying a sink. She felt the building was alive and the pipes were its veins and arteries. The house was trying to tell her something. She could hear the whispers, but she couldn’t make out the words.

She had taken her pills, but she knew the signs and knew she needed to be in the fresh air, not looking at that damp, dark stain any longer. She picked up her worn leather jacket – as comforting as an ancient teddy bear – and pulled it on. She looked instinctively at the mirror on the wall to check her appearance, to see that her long, pale brown hair wasn’t too disordered, but there wasn’t a mirror on the wall. Not yet.

Felix was out of sight in the galley kitchen. He would be installing something, doing something practical.

‘I’m going out,’ she said in a raised voice. ‘I have to…’

She couldn’t think of anything that she had to do, but she hoped it would be enough.

‘Can you get something for me?’

Nancy didn’t want to talk, and she didn’t want to have to remember anything. She felt that she was being held underwater by an irresistible force and that she was about to open her mouth and breathe in the water and drown. The muttering around her increased and she tried to ignore it. Maybe it would go away.

She heard a horrible sound and at first, she couldn’t tell what it was or where it was coming from, whether it was inside the house or outside the house. She opened the door to the flat and stepped out into the common passageway, where the sound at once became clearer and more defined. Of course, it was the crying baby in the flat opposite. She knew that the crying didn’t mean anything except that the baby was hungry or tired, but it felt like a drill, except the drill was inside her skull.

She hurried down the stairs and stepped out onto the path. A few stumbling paces later she was on the pavement. She took deep breaths in the cold air. She had made it.

It was a Sunday afternoon in mid-November, and it was as if the day was already preparing for evening. Windows glowed up and down one side of Fielding Road. Every minute a train, a caterpillar of lights, rumbled past and disappeared. She didn’t know the area and she had nowhere to get to except away from where she had been, so she just started walking.

One day the road would be familiar, the street where she lived, but now it felt as if she had been dropped there and abandoned. A young man in a heavy jacket and a woolly hat was walking towards her. She avoided meeting his gaze, but as he passed her, he said something. She couldn’t make out the words, but they sounded like a threat. You can’t get away from me. Nancy speeded up her walk. The important thing was not to respond, not to engage.

Suddenly there were people everywhere, as the houses became shops: pound stores, furniture warehouses with sofas wrapped in thick polythene piled outside on the pavement, fish shops that also sold meat, barbers and charity shops. It felt like an area for people like her, who were exiles from another part of London or another part of the world. They were there because they didn’t have the money to live anywhere else. She walked along a motley storefront of mops and bins and plastic flowers and crates of energy drinks and found herself in a market. Parsnips and carrots, flecked with the earth they’d been pulled from. Meat hanging from hooks, glistening pink and with a smell that caught in the back of her throat. There was a pyramid of over-ripe mangoes, flesh oozing out of split skin. Christmas trees standing in a row. They would be dead long before Christmas.

Something spun her round. A woman shouted. A finger jabbed her. She heard spiteful laughter. Where was it coming from? It seemed all around her, bubbles of sound.

Up close was a face, jowly, spittle on the chin. Reek of cigarettes and garlic. So many smells, so many sounds, and it was as if she could smell and hear them all.

‘Cry baby.’

‘What?’ Nancy stepped back.

‘Escape,’ said another voice, close at hand. ‘Get away.’

There were bodies closing in all around her and she was trapped by them, trapped by the voices that were asking her for something, telling her something, but she couldn’t hear what. A figure reeled towards her, face blotchy and discoloured, with staring eyes, like an upright corpse. So much fear and distress.

Nancy ran a hand over her face, she pressed her fingers to her mouth. Her skin pricked and itched, as if there was an army of stinging ants marching across her.

‘It’s okay,’ she said out loud because sometimes talking to herself in the third person helped.

Her feet slid on wet, slimy leaves. It hasn’t been a good idea to come out. She was less safe here than in the flat. She had to go home. But home is where the heart is. She put her hand flat against her chest to feel her heart hammering away. Distress signals.

She turned. Someone spat at her. No. Not spit, rain. Fat clean drops of rain on her hot cheek.

She walked back slowly, one foot in front of the other. What was that marching rhyme from her childhood, walking in the mud and chill of a winter Sunday afternoon with her father chivvying her? Left, left, you had a good home and you left; right, right, it serves you jolly well right.

The crowds abruptly fell away. A bike light wavered towards her, gleaming on the damp road, and then passed.

The house was just a few yards away. She could do this.






FOUR


She reached the path and a shape erupted out of the gloom and barreled into her shoulder, a bag flying through the air, spilling its contents. A woman’s cracked voice. Nancy could feel a distress like a scratching on her skin. The woman was very young, almost a girl. Her face was pale in the dusk and framed by a matted tangle of curls, her mouth drawn back in a grimace and her huge grey eyes glittering. Streaks of mascara ran like tears down her cheeks. She smelt of drink, weed, sweat, fear.

‘It’s all right,’ Nancy said in a whisper.

She was talking to herself. She was talking to the woman. Perhaps there was no difference. All she knew was that the distraught woman was asking her for something or telling her something. The whole unsettled day had been leading her to this one moment of connection.

The woman gave a hoarse laugh that sounded like fabric tearing, and that turned into a sob. ‘It’s not all right. But please.’ Her voice crumbled. Nancy couldn’t make out the words properly. ‘No more,’ she heard the woman said. ‘Get away,’ she said. ‘No.’

‘Let me help,’ said Nancy.

To help the woman, even in the smallest way, was a way of helping herself: to lay a healing hand on chaos. There was a thread out of the labyrinth, she thought. She just had to follow it, carefully feeling her way out of the darkness and violence towards the light.

She knelt to pick up the things that lay scattered on the path with clumsy fingers. A toothbrush and toothpaste, deodorant, a few pieces of underwear. The woman was wearing dark green leather boots with bright yellow laces.

‘Take care,’ she said.

The woman stared at her.

‘You too.’



Nancy stumbled up the stairs, fumbled open the door to the flat and slammed the door behind her. She leaned against it, breathing heavily. She pressed her hands against her face, which felt rubbery and unnatural. Gradually her heart stopped beating so fast. She listened. The flat was silent, just the uneven drip of the tap from the kitchen.

‘Hello,’ she called. ‘Felix? I’m back.’

There was no reply. She was glad he wasn’t here to see her like this. She headed straight for the bedroom, which was full of opened packing boxes, bin bags of towels and jumpers, a knot of cables on the floor, pictures leaning against the wall. At least there was a made-up bed. Nancy pulled off her jacket and let it slide to the floor, kicked off her boots, hauled herself onto the bed, and pulled the covers over her head. Silent, dark, warm, like the lair of a wounded animal. Wait it out.



In the flat beneath her, Kira Mullan was dying.

She tried to shout, but the rope round her neck was too tight. She tried to lift her hands to her throat, but they were held pinioned; to thrash but her body wouldn’t budge under the weight. She tried to fight, she tried to beg for mercy, but a small crackle of distress came from her.

A train rumbled past outside.

She was too young, Kira thought. It wasn’t fair. A black tide was sweeping over her. Her body was a scream of fear and pain.

A memory, bright as a jewel, came to her: she was eleven or twelve, on the brink of adolescence, her body changing, and she was wearing a new denim skirt and a blouse with little green sprigs on a white background, her nails were painted a pearly pink, and she was delighted with herself. She could feel the sun on her face. Life flowed through her, abundant. She could almost fly with the pleasure of it. What a fragile gift life is. How had she not understood? She could see her feet kicking in the green boots with yellow laces, but less frantically now. The blood-dark mist was rising all round her. The rope creaked. She wanted her mother. She wanted.






FIVE


Nancy lurched awake from a dream where someone was shouting. She had difficulty in remembering where she was. She thought she was back in her old flat. But when she sat up, fully dressed and confused from her afternoon sleep, and saw the mess all around her, it came back to her. The voices, the faces, the ill wind blowing. But that was over: she felt better, clearer-headed. It was like a fading dream.

She peered at her phone and saw it was past five o’clock. She’d slept for nearly two hours.

She climbed out of bed, negotiated her way round the boxes and bags, and pulled open the door. The blinds were pulled down in the living room and there was a bunch of scruffy purple chrysanthemums on top of one of the packing boxes. Her old green sofa, the only item of furniture they had brought with them, had been pulled to the side of the room. She smelt frying garlic and heard music, the sort of jazz that Felix listened to when she wasn’t around. Through the open door Nancy could see him standing at the stove, blonde, stocky, unruffled, serene. He was meditatively stirring something. A heavily bearded man was seated on a wooden crate beside him, drinking beer out of a can and looking at his phone.

They both turned to her as she came in. Felix lifted the wooden spoon in greeting.

‘We didn’t want to wake you,’ he said.

‘You didn’t.’

‘You remember Gary.’

Did she?

She put out a hand. ‘I don’t think we’ve met.’

He stood up and shook it, his fingers cold and soft against her palm.

‘We have,’ he said. ‘Several times.’

‘Really?’

‘We went for a drink up the road,’ said Felix.

‘Good.’

‘I should go.’

Gary picked up his duffle coat. He seemed in a hurry to leave.

Felix saw him out, then touched her on the shoulder.

‘You seem a bit, you know…’

‘I’m fine,’ she said.

‘Because if…’

‘I’m fine. What are you cooking?’

‘Just a spicy tomato sauce. I thought we could have pasta after they’ve all gone.’ He gestured. ‘I even found the salt and pepper pots.’

‘After who’s gone?’

‘I thought I said. I invited Seamus and Barney for a drink when I dropped in on their party last night.’

‘I remember the party, anyway,’ Nancy said. ‘I woke up at six and it was still going on. Was it fun? I forgot to ask this morning.’

‘It was crowded. You’d have liked it more than me.’

‘Did you stay long?’ she asked.

‘I was too tired. I just thought I’d show my face.’

‘Right.’

‘I invited the couple opposite as well. I bumped into the woman in the hall and helped her carry the buggy upstairs. I think she’s called Olga, but that might be the baby. Funny little thing. The baby, I mean. And I knocked on Kira’s door, the woman who lives in the ground-floor flat, but she must be out.’

‘Do we have anything to drink?’

‘I got some beer and some wine and some crisps. Why don’t you have a bath before they come?’

‘A bath?’

‘You seem…’

He scratched his head. Nancy felt trapped by his solicitous gaze.

‘I don’t want a bath, Felix. I’ll have a quick shower.’

He came over to her, pushing boxes away, put his arm around her and it took all her willpower not to push it off.

‘It’s all right,’ he said.



Seamus Tyrell arrived first. He was tall and bulked out, with curly dark hair, pale eyes and a cleft in his chin, and was good-looking in a way that was almost comic, like a cartoon of a handsome man. He was in his mid-thirties, but already becoming bulky. He clapped Felix on the shoulder and kissed Nancy on one cheek, then the next, a bit too close to her lips. She could smell his perfume and his sweat.

‘You’re an improvement,’ he said.

‘On what?’

He stood back and looked at her appraisingly. She had washed her hair and dug out her moss-green cashmere jumper which had moth holes in the sleeves but was soft and familiar against her skin.

‘On the guy who lived here before.’

‘Drink?’ Felix asked. ‘Wine? Beer?’

‘Beer. Hair of the dog. Long night. You should have come,’ he said to Nancy.

‘Next time.’

There was a rattle of knocks on the door, like an announcement.

‘Am I late or early?’ asked the young man who almost fell in through the door when Felix pulled it open. He was small and blue-eyed, with a slightly doughy face, an uneven beard, brown hair that already showed specks of grey, although he looked young, barely out of his twenties. His clothes looked like they’d been slept in. ‘My phone’s run out of battery and I’ve lost the charger. When I woke up it was dark, and Seamus wasn’t there.’

He pulled a woebegone face.

‘This is my flatmate, Barney,’ said Seamus. ‘He’s feeling a bit delicate today. Barney, this here’s Nancy. Felix’s…’ He hesitated. ‘What’s the word?’

‘Girlfriend,’ said Felix, just as Nancy said, ‘Partner’.

Barney groaned and laid himself along the sofa, pushing crisps into his mouth, chomping on them.

There was another rap on the door, this one single and assertive. A man with sandy hair and freckles came in, holding a bottle of wine.

‘I’m Harry from opposite,’ he said, pushing the bottle into Felix’s hands. ‘Olga said you’d invited us round. But I’m afraid it’s just me. It’s the baby’s bedtime.’

As if on cue there was a long, high wail. Harry winced.

‘You must be cursing us.’

‘It’s fine,’ said Felix.

‘Worse for you,’ said Nancy. ‘Is it always this loud?’

‘She.’

‘What?’

‘It’s a she. The health visitor said that some babies just cry and that she would probably be better by nine months.’

‘How old is she now?’

‘Three months.’

‘Babies,’ put in Barney thickly through a mouthful of crisps. ‘Who’d have them?’

Harry glowered at him for a moment. His face was very pale, as if he hadn’t been outside for weeks, and there were dark smudges under his eyes.

’Your party was louder than our baby ever is. We barely slept. And I’m on nights this week.’

Seamus, holding up his hands in apology. Everything about him, thought Nancy, seemed slightly exaggerated, slightly fraudulent. ‘Sorry about that, mate. What can you do? This house has walls like fucking paper.’

‘What do you do?’ Nancy still felt slightly dazed.

‘I’m a doctor. You know, the overworked, underpaid junior doctors you see on the news. Only with a crying baby,’ he added. ‘And a roof that leaks.’

‘I’d like to be a doctor,’ said Barney, who was still lying on the sofa, his eyes half closed and a can of beer tipping dangerously from his outstretched hand, its spume of froth at the opening. ‘It sounds pretty good compared to what I do?’

There was a silence until they realised that someone was meant to ask what he did.

‘What do you do?’ Felix asked.

‘Consumer research,’ he said. ‘Freelance. But it’s not as glamorous as it sounds. And it’s zero hours.’

‘And our boiler’s died,’ said Seamus. ‘I’d swap your roof for our boiler.’

‘So we win,’ said Barney, sitting up.

‘I can have a look at it if you want,’ said Felix.

‘Are you a plumber?’ said Barney.

‘I’m an insurance claims manager.’

‘That sounds a bit fucking grown up. How does anyone get to be something like that?’

‘I like maths. I like helping people.’

‘Is it boring?’

‘Sometimes,’ said Felix mildly. ‘And sometimes it’s interesting.’

‘The landlord should help,’ said Harry stubbornly, still thinking about the boiler. ‘That’s in the contract.’ He took a long gulp of beer. His pale face had angry spots of colour at the cheeks now. ‘But William Goddard is a bastard, so does he? No, he doesn’t. I ask about the roof: he doesn’t reply. I ask about the cracked glass: he doesn’t reply. I ask about the dripping taps. Drip drip drip; the baby cries and the tap drips.’

He seemed intent on driving himself into a rage.

‘Your friend who lived here before probably didn’t mention the mice.’

‘As long as they’re mice, not rats,’ said Nancy.

‘I knew someone who had a rat come out of his toilet,’ said Barney. ‘While he was sitting on it.’

‘Before you ask.’ Seamus moved closer to Nancy while Felix opened another bag of crisps. ‘I’m a fitness instructor.’

‘That sounds good,’ said Nancy.

Harry was now pointing towards their ceiling.

‘That’s been freshly painted to conceal the damp.’

‘I can give you some private lessons if you want,’ Seamus continued.

Nancy tried to think of a polite way of saying that she would rather die.

‘Nancy likes to do her exercise outside,’ said Felix, coming over. ‘Don’t you, Nancy?’

‘And what do you do, Nancy?’ asked Seamus, lingering on her name as if he was tasting it.

‘At the moment I’m helping out a friend.’

‘How?’

‘I write about products she’s selling on her website.’

‘Cool.’

‘It isn’t. But I’ll soon go back to doing what I was doing before.’

‘Who wants wine?’ Felix asked, pushing himself between the two of them. ‘Beer? More crisps?’

‘What was that?’ Seamus asked.

‘Nancy’s just working out what she wants to do next, aren’t you, Nancy?’

‘I ran a little restaurant,’ said Nancy.

‘She had to step back from it.’

Felix put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it reassuringly.

‘I’ll return to it,’ Nancy continued.

‘There’s no rush,’ said Felix. It wasn’t clear whether he was saying this to Seamus or to Nancy herself.

‘I could murder a curry,’ said Barney, who had lain down again and put his feet on the arm rest. ‘What’s your signature dish?’

She was saved from answering by a knock at the door.

‘Maybe it’s Kira, after all,’ said Felix.

It wasn’t Kira. It was a middle-aged couple, the woman holding a large bunch of flowers wrapped in brown paper, and the man a bottle of champagne. She was short and plump, with cropped greying hair and round glasses and wearing baggy linen trousers and a loose jacket. He was tall and burly, with hair that came to the collar and a bullish way of jutting his head forward. He had a fresh scratch on his nose that he kept touching with the tip of one finger.

‘We’re your neighbours from 101,’ said the woman. ‘We didn’t realise you’d have guests.’

‘Dylan,’ said the man. ‘Dylan Strauss.’

‘And I’m Michelle.

‘I’m Nancy. They’re beautiful flowers. Thank you.’

‘Welcome to the neighbourhood, Nancy. I hope you’re going to be very happy.’



An hour later, they’d all gone. Felix cooked the pasta and Nancy rummaged through boxes to find plates and cutlery. The events of the day had receded. Now they were just a nasty haze – a passing fever dream of disaster.

‘Let’s see if I’ve got them straight,’ she said. ‘Seamus is a fitness instructor and thinks he’s God’s gift.’

‘Seamus is all right,’ said Felix.

‘If you’re a man, maybe. Barney is a freelance in… what was it?’

‘Consumer research,’ said Felix.

‘You’ve been paying attention. Harry from across the corridor is a doctor who hasn’t slept for months and has a glazed look. He’s angry. What’s his partner called?’

‘Olga.’

‘Olga, who had to stay home with their yelling baby. Then there’s Michelle from the big house next door and her husband is Dylan, with the big jaw – what does he do?’

‘He’s retired,’ said Felix. ‘But Seamus said it wasn’t his choice. Apparently, he was something in retail.’

‘Had you met them before?’

‘Just to nod at over the wall.’

‘Which only leaves Kira, who never turned up but who you described as friendly.’

‘Or bubbly,’ said Felix.

‘That’s a very male way of describing a woman.’

He smiled down at her where she crouched over the boxes.

‘You’re obviously feeling better.’

‘I wasn’t feeling bad.’

‘You were. I always know.’

‘It’s not a good idea to tell me what I’m feeling.’

‘I wasn’t telling you. I was just noticing.’

‘What does she look like?’

‘Kira?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve never really looked properly. Here, pasta’s ready.’



Through the thin adjoining wall, the baby started to cry again. From the basement, music started up, the bass notes throbbing.

A few feet beneath where they sat, Kira swung from a rope, her open eyes staring at nothing.






SIX


‘Is one spoonful enough? Or do you want two?’

Nancy looked at the saucepan filled with glistening porridge. Felix cooked it on a low heat in the oven overnight. He said it made all the difference. He was standing poised with a spoon: not a normal soup spoon. It was more like the sort you’d use for stirring a giant casserole. None, Nancy felt like saying: none at all.

‘One will be fine.’

He emptied a large, heaped spoon of stodgy porridge into the bowl in front of her.

‘Would you like some milk or some cream or brown sugar?’

‘Not this morning. I’ll just have it as it is. I’m not super hungry.’

‘I’m ravenous,’ said Felix. He tipped the rest of the porridge into his own bowl. He sprinkled brown sugar on top and poured milk over it. He stirred it so the sugar formed a brown spiral and took a mouthful. He started to say something and then stopped for a few seconds because his mouth was still full.

Nancy put a tiny amount of porridge into her mouth. It felt slimy and reminded her of frog spawn. Felix got up and poured coffee from the cafetière. He put one of the mugs in front of her.

‘Can I get you some orange juice or half a grapefruit?’

Nancy looked at her mug. This morning, in the aftermath of the episode in the market, everything seemed too sharply in focus. Each sound felt so distinct and precise that it almost hurt.

‘Just coffee will be fine,’ she said.

He was opposite her. Although she was looking down at her porridge bowl, she could feel his gaze on her.

‘You know I hate to say this…’ he began.

‘Then don’t.’

‘I don’t want you to feel like I’m policing you. But I worry that when you’re stressed, you just don’t eat. And you’re not eating.’

Nancy gestured at her bowl.

‘I’m having a hearty breakfast,’ she said.

‘That wouldn’t feed a mouse. And you’re just moving it around in your bowl anyway. But I shouldn’t have said anything.’

Nancy took a spoonful of the porridge, a proper spoonful, and put it in her mouth and swallowed with an immense effort.

‘You know I’m not really a breakfast person,’ she said. ‘My ideal breakfast is coffee.’

‘It’s just that I worry about you. You know, with everything.’

Nancy did know and she understood why Felix was doing what he was doing and she understood how he felt awkward and embarrassed saying it. It was something they should probably talk about, but just now that was completely out of the question. It was like having a discussion while she was in a burning building.

‘Have you got lots of work today?’ Felix asked, standing up and pulling on his thick coat.

Nancy pushed the bowl away and leaned back.

‘Today I’m writing about Easter. How many ways can you think of to describe milk chocolate?’ She held up a finger. ‘Velvety. Smooth. Rich. Silky. Irresistible. Decadent.’

‘My friend went out of his way to get you this little job,’ said Felix a little stiffly.

‘I’m grateful. Of course I’m grateful.’ She stood up and put her arms around his neck. Buttery, she thought. Melting. Creamy, Addictive. Warm. Earthy. ‘Stop looking so anxious. I’m going to be fine. Go to work.’ She kissed him on the mouth and felt his lips smile beneath hers.

‘If you’re sure you really—’

‘Felix.’ She put her hand on the small of his back and gave him a push. ‘Shoo.’



When Felix left, she waited and listened for his footsteps on the stairs, the door to the street opening and then closing. She took a deep breath. The quiet and stillness was an immense relief and she almost told herself that this would be enough. But she knew it wasn’t enough.

Then she made the call.

‘Can I come in this morning? Straight away. Is it possible?’

She waited for her request to be passed on. Yes, it was possible.

She would like to have gone by bike, but she didn’t ride her bike anymore. She would like to have walked, but it would take too long and after yesterday she wasn’t sure that walking was a good idea. The underground was impossible for her with the noise and the heat and the crowds and the lack of space, above all the sense of being in a metal tube underground. But there was one good side to being in this new, strange part of north-west London. A train clattered past almost as a reminder. Willesden Junction. The overground. She looked at her phone. She could get there on time.



The walls of Dr Roland Lowe’s consulting room were an unequivocal white, like a laboratory. There was nothing on the wall but framed degrees and there was a blue rug on the floor of the sort designed to be easy to scrub clean.

Dr Lowe looked at her with an appraising expression. He was a gaunt, angular figure, bald with grey hair close-cropped on the sides of his head. Nancy always felt that for him she wasn’t so much a patient to be cured as a problem to be solved.

‘You said it was urgent,’ he said.

‘I think I need to make some adjustments.’

‘Are you having a problem with side-effects?’

‘I’m having a problem with my brain. I think I may need to up the dose a bit.’

‘Has something happened?’

‘Yesterday I had a bit of a – well, a recurrence, I guess.’

Dr Lowe seemed to consider this for a moment. It was as if Nancy was at a garage, and she was telling the mechanic that her car was making a rattling sound. She quite liked that: it felt practical.

‘All right,’ said Dr Lowe. He reached across his desk for a pad of paper. He took a pen from his pocket, removed the cap and wrote something at the top that Nancy couldn’t see. ‘You probably know the drill by now, Ms North,’ he said.

‘Nancy. Please call me Nancy. You sound like you’re talking to a body on a slab.’

It took only five minutes for Nancy to describe her experience yesterday, which had felt like a frail echo of her previous psychotic attack. Dr Lowe didn’t respond. He simply opened his drawer and took out a prescription pad. He wrote on it and then tore off the page.

‘I’m increasing the dose by a milligram. That should help. If it doesn’t improve after a few days, come back and we’ll try another milligram.’ He handed the prescription to Nancy. ‘This should do the trick.’



One hour after she had left Dr Lowe’s consulting room, Nancy was sitting in a room on the second floor of a Victorian house. Its walls were painted sage green, and it had two large, comfortable armchairs facing each other in the centre of the room. One was a mustard yellow, the other scuffed brown leather.

Nancy sat in the yellow chair, as she had always done. She looked at the picture of trees on the wall opposite that she had looked at the last time she was here, two months ago. Everything was exactly the same. The same vase with a single sprig of rosemary, the same rug on the floor, the same view out of the window – except the last time, the tree had been in blossom and now only a few brown leaves clung to its swaying branches.

She wanted to cry in relief.

‘Hello, Nancy,’ said the woman who sat opposite her, in the leather chair: soft white hair and brown watching eyes, her hands folded together in the pleats of her grey skirt. ‘How are you?’

‘You said I should call you if I ever felt the need.’

‘What’s up?’

Nancy looked out of the window once more, at the birds perched in the branches and beyond them the low, grey sky, thinking, readying herself to speak.

‘It happened again. I heard voices talking to me and even though I knew they weren’t real, they felt horribly real. I’ve been doing well. I’ve been obedient. I’ve taken the drugs. I’ve tried to live on an even keel, which goes against my grain. I’ve been careful. I’m all right today. It was very brief, but I know I have to take it seriously and deal with it. Nip it in the bud. I’ve been to Dr Lowe and he’s upped the drugs, and I felt it would be helpful to talk to you. I don’t want to tell Felix. I want him to see me as the woman he fell in love with. Not a patient, a problem, a burden.’



Fifty minutes later, Nancy was walking down the broad, tree-lined street, on her way back to Harlesden. She felt satisfied with her morning’s work. She had dealt with things in a proper way. Nobody would ever have to know.






SEVEN


It was dusk and the flat was silent. No baby was crying, no TV blaring, no music pounding. Just the shiver of trains passing. Nancy found the trains almost restful, like the flow of a river. From the window, she could see a fox stretched out like a peaceful dog in Dylan and Michelle’s garden, which was full of terracotta pots of herbs, pruned shrubs and raked gravel. It was very unlike the bedraggled patch of wilderness she and Felix had, which was reached by metal steps, or the yard that Seamus, Barney and Kira all had access to.

She glimpsed Dylan standing at his lit kitchen window, eating what looked like a bagel. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and his naked torso was quiveringly large and pink. He looked up and their eyes locked for an uncomfortable stretch of time. He raised his half-eaten bagel in a kind of greeting and she raised her hand.

She made herself another mug of coffee, wrapped a blanket round her and, sitting on the sofa, opened her laptop. For the past three months, ever since she had emerged from her breakdown into the wreckage of her old world, Nancy had been employed part time to write copy for the website: sprightly descriptions to entice people to buy egg timers, singing birthday candles, wonky glasses, cheap lockets, silk flowers, nutcrackers with grinning faces, personalised mugs. In the summer, she had been busy on the Christmas catalogue. Last month there’d been a Valentine theme, now she was working on Easter. She gazed disgustedly at what she had already written. Bring spring to your garden! Her fingers hovered over the keys. Now what?

She got up, went to the kitchen and opened the fridge. She cut herself a slice of blue cheese and ate it slowly. It was salty and crumbly and comforting.

There were sounds from downstairs, footsteps, voices. She tried to ignore them. Doors opening and closing. A yell. Was that Felix’s voice?

Nancy opened the door. The voices were louder. She ran down the stairs two at a time. At the foot of the stairs, she came to an abrupt halt. A group of people were crowded round the door of the ground-floor flat, which stood half open. She recognised Michelle, Seamus. Felix was there as well. He looked at her in alarm.

‘Stay where you are.’

She ignored him and pushed past, reached the door. She looked through.

A pair of boots. But they were floating in the air.

Green boots with bright yellow laces.



Someone was shouting. Hands roughly pulling at her, yanking.

‘Come away,’ said Felix urgently.

Nancy could only see the lower half of the body. She needed to see the face. She tried to get nearer.

‘Stop,’ said Felix, laying his hand on her.

‘Let go,’ Nancy hissed. ‘I have to.’

‘Oh no, you don’t.’

Now Felix had one of her arms and someone else had the other. They were taking her away, bundling her back up the stairs while she struggled to get free of them. They were crushed together on the narrow staircase.

‘She’s not been well,’ said Felix to the other man, who turned out to be Dylan and whose fingers pressed into her flesh like pincers. ‘She mustn’t be upset.’

‘I saw her,’ said Nancy. ‘She warned me.’

‘Steady on,’ said Dylan, as if she was a bucking horse.

‘She’s been ill,’ repeated Felix. ‘She’s still not quite herself.’

Nancy kicked him hard in the shin.

‘Darling,’ he said.






EIGHT


Detective Inspector Maud O’Connor was very late to leave work. It was Monday evening, and the cells in the basement of the station were already full. They were more than full. There was a young man who had been threatening suicide in the street. He should have been in hospital, but he had been brought here. There was a man whose trial was due to start today, but it had been postponed at the last minute. There were four remand prisoners who should be in prison. Now three young gang members had been involved in a serious affray and there was nowhere to put them, and Maud had spent the last hour ringing round trying to find places where people could be shifted to: a hospital, a prison, another police station.

On top of this, the case she had been working on looked as if it was about to collapse. The young woman whose partner had beaten her so badly that when she had turned up at the station last week, she had barely been able to utter words from her split and swollen lips, was now saying she wanted to withdraw all charges. She had a broken rib, a broken nose, her face discoloured, but she said she had made a mistake. She had fallen down the stairs.
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