



  [image: cover]






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





  




  something


  only we know




  







  ALSO BY KATE LONG




  The Bad Mother’s Handbook




  Swallowing Grandma




  Queen Mum




  The Daughter Game




  Mothers & Daughters




  Before She Was Mine




  Bad Mothers United




  







  

    [image: ]

  




  







  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2015


  A CBS COMPANY


  Copyright © Kate Long 2015




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  ® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc. All rights reserved.




  The right of Kate Long to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  PB ISBN: 978-1-47112-892-9


  EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-47112-893-6




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to

  actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




  Typeset by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinbrugh


  Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY




  







  For Amanda




  







  PROLOGUE




  To get to The Poacher you park on one side of the canal, then walk across. As kids, Helen and I used to skip along the top of the lock gates to reach the far bank, while Mum

  and Dad always took the sturdier option of the footbridge. Obviously now I’m grown up I ought to make straight for the bridge, no question. But I’m still seriously tempted by the lock

  gate route.




  I do love this pub. It’s part of our family history. It’s where we came to celebrate Mum getting her receptionist’s job, and Dad landing his first major haulage contract, and

  when I heard I’d got into St Thom’s High, and the day my A level results came through. They brought me here for Sunday lunch the weekend before I went to uni; I was wearing this flimsy

  gypsy top and I remember a guy off one of the narrowboats wolf-whistling me. One time I spotted a kingfisher in a tree by the toilet block and Helen missed it because she was arguing with Mum, and

  afterwards she wouldn’t believe me, which is typical.




  Hel’s currently stopped halfway along the bridge. First it was to empty out a stone in her shoe; now she’s leaning over as if to study the water and the clouds of tiny flies hovering

  above its surface on this hot June day. Her red hair falls down, hiding her face, and in her white maxi dress she’s like some Victorian painting of a ruined maid contemplating suicide.




  ‘Get a move on,’ I say, coming up alongside her. She swings round and flashes a look at me. I don’t care. This is my day, and besides, unlike Mum and Dad, I’m immune to

  her moods. For once she can do what I want.




  ‘Yes, come on, girls,’ calls Mum from the pub doorway. She’s trying to sound cheery, like a mother on an ordinary, carefree family outing.




  I give Hel a slight shove and she detaches herself from the railing and drifts over to the courtyard. Already one or two people at the picnic tables are looking in her direction. A man winding

  the handle at the lock gate stops to stare.




  Inside the saloon it’s gloomy after the bright sunshine. ‘Table for four,’ Dad says to the bar lady. ‘We’ve booked. Crossley. One p.m.’




  ‘It’s my daughter’s birthday,’ adds Mum unnecessarily.




  ‘Mum,’ I say.




  ‘Twenty-three today!’




  ‘No one’s interested.’




  But she only grins at me because she’s happy to be out, happy that we’re here together to share a nice meal in a normal family style. Which is so not what we did on Helen’s

  birthday. Hel’s thirtieth was marked by a shop-bought pavlova with a single candle pushed into the centre. The meringue proved impossible to slice, crumbs exploded everywhere, and the whole

  cake kind of deflated so all anyone got was a plate of soggy mess. It was what she’d asked for, though.




  We’re given a table by the window. The light’s streaming in, making my sister’s hair look as though it’s on fire, a glorious pre-Raphaelite cascade. The little girl at

  the table next door nudges her mother and whispers, ‘Who’s that?’ The mother shrugs. The child’s father keeps flicking his eyes towards us, to Helen’s long, slim neck,

  her slender arms, her heart-shaped face.




  Then we start with the fussing. Hel can’t read the swirly print on the menu, there’s nothing here she fancies, haven’t they heard of steaming, she has a headache coming on. She

  turns the laminated sheet over and over. We could have had a perfectly nice meal at home, she vibes across the table at me.




  My day, my choice, Helen.




  Another great sigh, then she swivels in her seat to inspect the window and the countryside beyond. God knows what she’s expecting to see. An escape route, maybe? Might she leap up, wrench

  the latch open and clamber across the sill?




  ‘I need the toilet,’ she says.




  No she doesn’t.




  Mum half-stands so Helen can squeeze past her. At the same moment a waiter appears, a boy of about seventeen with bum-fluff on his chin. Mum tells him we’re not ready. ‘I am,’

  I say. ‘I could eat this bar mat I’m so hungry.’ But I’m wasting my breath.




  We wait for what seems like a long time. I notice the little girl at the table next to us has slid her hair bobble up her arm and is pinging it repeatedly against her skin; I can see the red

  mark from here. If I were her mum I’d be worried about that. The waiter walks by with a huge ice cream dessert and I follow it with my eyes till it’s out of sight round the corner. Dad

  checks his watch, then goes to fetch a copy of the Shropshire Herald from the bar.




  Eventually Mum says, ‘I think I’ll just nip to the loo myself, freshen up.’




  For a while I read the back of the newspaper where Dad’s folded it over, assessing the layout of the page and the balance of the articles. The Herald’s always got a chatty

  feel to it, upbeat and reassuring. This county’s great, it tells its readers. You’re lucky to live here. A story catches my eye about a young farmer who’s

  trekked across a desert and raised a stack of money for WaterAid. There’s a photo of him smiling in a floppy canvas hat. He looks nice. The slightly bewildered pitch of his eyebrows reminds

  me a bit of Helen’s boyfriend, Ned. I wonder about pointing this out to Dad. Then I happen to clock the expression of the barmaid who I think is also the pub manager. She’s clearly

  cheesed off with us for taking so long.




  ‘Hey, I’ll round them up, shall I?’ I say to Dad, pushing my chair away.




  He gives me a tired smile. His hair’s started to thin lately, I’ve noticed, and the buttons on his shirt are straining across his belly. I don’t like to think about him getting

  old.




  When I open the door to the Ladies’, Helen’s bowed over the sink and Mum’s standing next to her, stroking her shoulder.




  ‘They’re waiting to take our order,’ I say.




  ‘Yes, you go, we’re on our way,’ Mum replies.




  I don’t move an inch. ‘Stir yourself, sis.’




  ‘That’s right, sweetheart, come along.’ Mum pulls at her arm so that Helen’s slim frame leans briefly against her bosom. Hel bears it for about two seconds, then wrenches

  herself free and pushes past me to the exit.




  Finally we’re all at the table reciting our orders – roasts for Mum and me, lasagne for Dad, fishcake starter as a main for Hel – and I know I ought to try and relax. The

  food’s on its way and what happens after that’s not my problem. It’s really not. I want to enjoy myself. I want just one meal to be special and pleasant and untainted by angst.

  But Helen’s mouth is set in a determined line and her eyes are wide and anxious. Above the lace neckline of her dress, her collarbone stands out, betraying the clenched way she’s

  holding her body. I know that even though she’s officially recovered, even after all these years, she still finds eating in public a trial. I get that. It’s not her fault. It’s

  probably always going to be hard for her. So why did Mum insist she came? Why couldn’t we leave her at home as she wanted? For a moment I imagine asking this out loud, and hear in my head

  Mum’s inevitable response: Because she’s your sister.




  ‘You look nice, anyway,’ says Mum, nodding at my new top, a cerise scoop neck that I chose because it makes the most of my boobs. ‘And your hair, you suit it bobbed, and

  darker. It’s smart. More officey.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  ‘Doesn’t Jenny look nice, Don?’




  Dad nods.




  ‘I ought to. It’s my birthday.’




  ‘That’s right,’ says Mum. ‘Every girl should look nice on her birthday.’




  Nice. Yes, that’s my limit. Not like Helen, stunning and mysterious, with her huge sad eyes and her high cheekbones, a mournful copper-haired princess in need of rescuing. I’m too

  solid, too grounded in ordinariness.




  Instantly I hate myself for thinking like this. I don’t want to harbour ungenerous thoughts on my birthday. I love my sister, even if she is a pain. Only, just for once, I’d like

  today to be a tiny bit more about me. Is that so wrong?




  I don’t know why but suddenly I’m compelled to swivel round and check out what the rest of the pub is doing. And it’s as I’d have predicted. The waiter, the little girl

  and her dad, the old men by the beer pumps, the scruffy ramblers who’ve just walked in, the bar lady herself: not one of them is looking at me. They are all looking at my beautiful

  sister.




  







  CHAPTER 1




  When we got home that night I heard Mum say to Hel, ‘You were great. You did really well.’ I was on the landing, putting my new top in the washing basket, and I

  thought about the end of the meal, where the rest of us had tucked into pudding while my sister sat and watched as usual. I don’t know who finds these situations harder, her or us.




  Laundry sorted, I took myself into my bedroom to check my phone and to go through my presents and cards again, the way you do on your birthday. There’d been nothing yet from Owen, although

  I wasn’t that surprised as I knew he was busy travelling home from Glastonbury, plus his mind’s generally on higher concerns than boyfriend stuff. I’d get something off him

  eventually. Aside from that I’d had a good haul: a green silk scarf, new jewelled sandals, a subscription to Private Eye, a copy of Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop in a retro

  slipcase, posh cleansing milk, a giant block of Galaxy from the girls at zumba, a box set of Being Human, vouchers, money, a stack of cheeky Facebook messages from far-flung college mates.

  There was also a text from Ned asking how Hel had managed at the meal.




  And a happy birthday to you, Jen!! I typed back. He rang straightaway.




  ‘Obviously that,’ he said. ‘I wrote it in my card, if you remember.’




  ‘I know. I was just messing. And thanks for the book. It looks funny.’ He’d bought me a collection of newspaper misprints and humorous headlines.




  ‘My pleasure. You OK?’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘You sound teed off.’




  ‘No, I’m fine. Tired. The new job’s still quite stressy. But the meal went OK. Helen settled, in the end.’




  It was true she had stayed in her seat, eaten her fishcake and green salad, chatted a little. Anyone glancing over probably wouldn’t have noticed she was on edge.




  ‘That’s good,’ said Ned. ‘Sorry I couldn’t have been there. I did try to skive off work but they weren’t having it.’




  ‘We missed you.’




  ‘Get away.’




  ‘We did. You’re our family’s steadying influence. You’re our metronome of sanity.’




  ‘Bloody hell, Jen. If that’s the case then we’re all in trouble.’




  I could hear the smile in his voice. At the same time I caught sight of my reflection in the dressing table mirror, standing there in my bra and skirt, and imagined Ned being able to see me like

  that. My cheeks grew hot. Behind me on the wall was the countryside mural Dad painted when I was about six, featuring misshapen squirrels and an owl and a rabbit with one mad eye. There were my

  shelves above the bed, laden with a jumble of books and ornaments and half-used hair products, and on either side two tall cupboards, both of which were stuffed to the point where you had to jam

  the doors closed really quickly or everything fell out. I’d ended up tying a belt round the handles for security. My fake-fur rug was rucked up against the skirting; a tower of CD cases had

  collapsed against the wardrobe. Every one of my drawers had a scrap of material poking out. I had not inherited my mother’s cleaning gene.




  ‘Jen? You still there?’




  ‘Yeah, yeah. Temporarily distracted by the state of my room.’




  ‘Gaining the upper hand, is it?’




  ‘It has gone a bit mental lately. I might actually have to tidy up at some point.’




  ‘The day pigs go whizzing past the upstairs window.’




  ‘No. One day soon I’ll sort it. Chuck out the rubbish, streamline what’s left. Invest in some new storage solutions. Remove all traces of my adolescence and bring the place up

  to date so that it fits in with my exciting new career.’




  ‘As long as you don’t take down your Crazy Frog stickers. I bought you those.’




  ‘Yep, I remember.’ A row of them along the bottom of my book case. Ned had presented me with them as a good luck charm for starting secondary school. ‘Sorry, though, the

  amphibians might have to be sacrificed. This room is not an appropriate environment for a thrusting young journo.’




  ‘I love it when you pretend to be grown up. It’s cute.’




  ‘Bog off, Neddy. You should probably call my sister now, she’ll be expecting you.’




  ‘Yup, I’m on the case. Just wanted to speak with you first. In case, you know . . .’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘But she’s OK? Really?’




  ‘She is. We were fine.’




  ‘Good. Right. See you, then.’




  ‘See you.’




  And ten seconds later, on the other side of the door, came the theme to White Horses, which is Helen’s ring tone. It made me jump because I’d never even heard her come up

  the stairs. When she wants to, my sister can move round this house like a ghost.




  The Chester Messenger is situated on the top floor, and my desk is by the window, so I can look out over the Rows and watch the shoppers and tourists and men dressed

  as Roman centurions leading columns of school kids down Watergate Street. Here, I’m a good distance away from Rosa, Editor and boss, but I’m near Gerry, our other sub, so he can give me

  a hand if I get stuck. He’s in his fifties, has been on the paper for thirteen years, and he’s supposed to be training me in practical journalism, although mainly what he says is stuff

  like, ‘Go get us a Crunchie from the machine, will you, Jen? Milk and two sugars for me if you’re heading for the kettle.’ His theory is that the human mind’s only

  capable of concentrating in short bursts, so it’s quite legitimate to continually interrupt my working day with random demands. Maybe he’s right. I’m fresh out of uni, what would

  I know?




  This morning I was working on a piece for our lifestyle section, Chester Cream. My brief was ‘The Worst Date Ever’, and I’d been tasked with extracting sound bites from emails

  and tweets and interviews we’d garnered, and then pasting them together to form a coherent article. Utter fluff it might have been, but I’ll be honest, I was quite enjoying myself.

  It’s always entertaining to read about other people’s cock-ups. He belched in my face. He brought his mum along. Previously unmentioned WIFE came home and I had to

  climb over a gate to escape. I was thinking how I might group the confessions. The funny ones and the pervy ones, the disgusting ones and the sad, the ones that just sounded like a plain

  unvarnished nightmare. Possibly I could rank them, produce a top twenty. That would be quite snappy. It could go on our website as a taster. Then again, some of them were hard to compare. The man

  who set his own beard on fire because his date wasn’t paying him enough attention, or the waiter who embarked on a spectacular nosebleed in the middle of serving the soup – which rated

  as worse?




  I did wonder whether I should chip in anonymously with my own experience, whether Owen might see it and recognise himself. But no, that wouldn’t happen because he never went near The

  Messenger. He said it was middle-class toss; he said that if people stopped bothering for five minutes about the right shoes to wear or what tat Hollywood film was showing at Cineworld, they

  might notice their country was going down the pan and rise up in revolution. So I probably could get away with writing about how, in our last term at uni and after months of mooching round after

  him and attending his political debates, handing out flyers for him and stacking chairs, I burst into his room one night and declared my love. Only what I hadn’t realised was that he’d

  been on Skype, and a load of his mates were listening in to every word I said. The shame when I’d twigged had been hideous. There’d been a nice outcome, though, when he’d switched

  off the laptop and listened, and said he did like me and admired my energy but he wasn’t interested in a girlfriend, he didn’t have time for one. And I’d been so loved-up

  I’d just ignored this and kissed him and he kissed me back and shortly afterwards it turned out he was quite interested after all. Happy days.




  A warning cough nearby. I looked up from my desk to see Gerry’s eyes on the main door.




  ‘Our glorious leader’s arrived. Chop chop.’




  That would be Rosa, returned from lunch. The rest of us have to grab a sandwich, but my boss dines out nearly every day. Networking, she calls it. She came round the corner of the water cooler,

  headed in our direction. Not an attractive woman in the conventional sense – her chin was too strong for that and she was what Dad liked to call ‘broad in the beam’ – but

  she did know how to carry herself. Most likely been to finishing school to learn how to walk with a stack of books on her head. Good breeding, confidence, I don’t know what you’d call

  it, but she had it. A healthy, forty-something county girl. I’d slipped into the habit of calling her Tweed-knickers when she was out of earshot.




  ‘Busy, are we?’ she trilled across to Gerry and me.




  I nodded guiltily, even though I had nothing to be guilty about.




  Gerry said, ‘You had a phone message from the new events manager at the racecourse. I’ve put the number on your desk.’ He does that, throws the conversation back at her,

  refuses to be fazed. I tend to blush and lower my eyes, even when I’ve been slaving away on an article for hours.




  ‘Good.’ She started to walk away, then paused and retraced her steps. ‘Jennifer?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘How far are you on with the piece on infidelity?’




  Infidelity? She’d lost me. ‘Do you mean the worst-ever-dates thing?’




  She sighed. ‘No. If I’d meant worst-ever-dates I’d have said worst-ever-dates. I mean the piece on infidelity. The tell-tale signs of cheating. That book we were sent.

  We talked about it yesterday.’




  I glanced over at Gerry but he had his eyes fixed on his PC screen.




  ‘Oh, right. That. I didn’t realise you needed it immediately. Did you want me to start it now, Rosa?’




  ‘I believe that’s what I asked for.’




  Had she? ‘I thought you needed this date piece finishing.’




  ‘I do. I need them both, by the end of the day. Or is that going to cause you some kind of problem? Did they not cover multiple deadlines on your university course?’




  You didn’t say you needed the other article for today, I wanted to snap back. It’s not me who’s causing the problem here. Last week we

  didn’t need the Life Class piece till Friday, so why the rush? If you’re going to change the timetabling, you need to flag it up. I’m not a damn mind-reader.




  ‘Well?’




  What I’d assumed was a rhetorical jibe clearly required a response. ‘Yeah, I’ll get onto it. Do you want me to finish the dating stories first?’




  Rosa just rolled her eyes as if the question was more than her patience could bear, then turned on her heel and left.




  I waited till she was gone. ‘Hell. What do you think she meant by “the end of the day”, Gerry? Four p.m? Five? In her email folder first thing tomorrow so it’s there when

  she comes in?’




  He removed the end of his pen from between his teeth. ‘Who can tell?’




  ‘How am I going to get through both pieces in time?’




  ‘You’ll just have to squeeze them out. Like toothpaste.’




  ‘I just don’t get why she has to be so stroppy with me, though. Why did she even hire me if she thinks I’m so useless?’




  But I knew the answer to that. Partly it was because Rosa had been impressed with me on paper, with my degree and with my tutors’ references, and she’d offered me the placement

  before she’d had chance to realise she didn’t like me in the flesh. Mainly, though, I was kept on because I was an unpaid intern, doing the job for free so as to get my foot on the

  ladder. And I considered myself lucky. Of the group I’d graduated with, over half were still unemployed, or in jobs which had nothing to do with the degree. It had taken me nine anxious

  months to land this position here.




  ‘You’re the office junior,’ said Gerry. ‘It’s part of your remit: “Take crap from boss”. We’ve all been there at some point and we’ve all

  survived.’




  I shot him a grateful glance.




  ‘Oh, and by the way,’ he went on, ‘I hate to remind you, but you know you’re out this afternoon talking to those American quilters?’




  ‘Bloody hell, I’m not, am I?’




  ‘That’s what’s down in The Diary, Jen.’




  ‘No. No! I’ll phone up and cancel.’




  ‘You can’t. The photographer’s booked.’




  ‘Fuck.’




  Urgently I began to root around my desk. Within half a minute I’d found the paperback guide to detecting infidelity that Rosa had been on about: two hundred and seventy-five pages, no

  pictures except for the stiletto heel squashing a hot dog sausage on the cover. I flicked through, feeling glum. No way would I have time to complete the dating piece, read this book and condense

  it into an article by 2 p.m. Unless I just rehashed the accompanying press release, skimmed a few chapter headings, the intro and conclusion and then winged it.




  I heard Rosa’s shoes tap-tapping over to Alan on the sports desk. She likes Alan. He flirts with her and he never seems to have deadline crises.




  ‘Right,’ I said to Gerry. ‘I’m putting on my earphones and I’m going for it. Don’t let anyone disturb me unless the building’s on fire.’




  He gave me a little salute.




  And with that I was off.




  Is he Playing Away? The Seven Deadly Signs




  No one likes a paranoid partner. Yes, we’ve all been struck by the odd twinge of jealousy, a flash of insecurity as your other half shares a joke with an attractive colleague, or eyes

  a younger woman in the street. That’s normal and it soon passes.




  But what if those prickles of concern have recently grown into genuine nagging doubts? What if that sense of suspicion’s beginning to invade every corner of your life? A new book by

  Professor Lally Pike, Nail That Cheat!, explains how the answer might not lie with you, but in what your husband or boyfriend gets up to when you’re not around. Check our list of

  possible danger signs to tell whether your fears might be justified.




  Looks: Has your man been trying out a new image? Taking the trouble to style his hair where before he just ran a comb through and was done?

  Perhaps he’s been showering more frequently, or buying himself lots of new clothes. Ask yourself – who’s he making this effort for? Whose sartorial advice might he be

  taking?




  Secrecy: The classic ploy of a cheating man is to take his mobile into another room to answer it. But watch out too for him closing his email

  down quickly when you walk in, or the installing of secret passwords which he never bothered with before. What’s he trying to hide? If they’re totally innocent, why can’t these

  messages be shared with you?




  Moods: If he’s been grumpier than usual, there might be a sinister reason. Modern life can certainly be stressful with its different

  demands, but if he’s been niggling over details and picking pointless fights then it could be a guilty conscience rising to the surface. Or perhaps he WANTS to put himself in the doghouse,

  then he can justify looking elsewhere.




  Timetables: Has he changed the hours he’s been working? Perhaps his boss keeps asking him to work late or springing surprise meetings

  which mustn’t be missed. There could even be nights away at conferences or training courses. Sure, there are some professions which eat into your free time, but if you’re noticing a

  radical departure from normal office patterns then it could be a signal to start investigating.




  Names: Has one particular name started cropping up just a little too much in general chit chat? Does a certain person seem to find her way

  into a lot of his anecdotes? It could be because she’s absorbing your partner’s mind. These mentions don’t even have to be complimentary – they could be neutral or even

  hostile. A man sometimes hides his interest underneath a barrage of critical comments, the same way the little boy in the playground will yank the plaits of the girl he secretly fancies.




  Famine: How are things in the bedroom? You could find your sex life’s stalling because his energies are being diverted. Look out for

  signs such as his being permanently tired, or achy/sick/stressed. Perhaps he no longer comes to bed at the same time as you to avoid any advances, or won’t undress with you in the room for

  fear of revealing love bites or scratches.




  Feast: Alternatively, your man might be keener than ever on sex, either as a result of overstimulation or the need to compensate for his

  cheating. Watch out if he suddenly has a variety of new techniques at his disposal – who’s taught him those?




  By the time I’d dealt with the quilters and then signed off the cheating article, it was getting on for half six. Gerry had packed up and gone; Rosa was still in her

  office, or at least her fan was whirring. God knows how late she intended staying. I emailed the pieces across to her and picked up my bag.




  I was still fuming, and the content of the article had unsettled me. Gerry laughed at me for it but sometimes I worried about writing copy that could upset people. Who knew what effect my glib,

  thrown-together checklist might have on individual readers? Spouses collared and challenged, rightly or wrongly, distress caused whichever way the truth fell. Evenings filled with accusations. And

  all in the name of filling column inches.




  Well, thank God I trusted Owen. He wasn’t going to be cheating. He barely had enough attention to cover one girlfriend, let alone a bit on the side.




  I rechecked my watch now, considered my options. Although it wasn’t one of the nights we usually met up, I wondered if he might be free for a quick cuppa and to listen to a moan about

  horrible bosses. I could pop down there now. Just say hello. I didn’t fancy going straight home.




  Owen was currently based on the top floor of a tall, thin townhouse overlooking the river. Being an unwaged political activist, he’d never have been able to afford a place like that

  himself, but back in the day his dad had married money, divorced, and walked away with a very good settlement. Mr Cooke now owned no fewer than four properties in Chester, and allowed his son to

  live in one rent-free. Which made Owen a lucky dog. I’d have given anything to move out of our three-bed semi, with its pokey bathroom and too-thin walls. Mustn’t be ungrateful, though;

  my parents were already subbing me through my internship, Dad grafting long hours to keep his haulage firm going, and Mum with her part-time receptionist’s post. And as I was often reminded,

  at least I had a roof over my head, not like those poor souls standing outside Thorntons in all weathers flogging The Big Issue. In any case, it would have been wrong to envy Owen’s

  wealth since he was using his secure financial position to campaign for a fairer society. His flat aside, he really did care nothing for material possessions. If you gave him an expensive gift

  he’d most likely pass it on to someone in need (I’d learnt that the hard way). More than once I’d witnessed him stop in the street to remove items of his own clothing – warm

  jacket, good trainers – and hand them to a beggar.




  This July evening it was a quiet, pleasant walk down to the Dee. The shoppers had dispersed but it was too early for the drinkers to be out. As I passed the artisan bakery, speckled pigeons

  loitered hopefully. The shadows were lengthening, the red sandstone Walls rosy in the sunlight. Bunting fluttered from the tops of the Rows. The atmosphere was festive, English, summertime. How

  much did Owen notice of the city, its history and beauty? Or did you stop appreciating such details when you lived in the middle of them? I sometimes had this fantasy of him and me sitting on his

  window-seat in our pyjamas at midnight, drinking hot chocolate while the lights sparkled on the weir below. Except I wasn’t allowed to stay over, because one of his quirks was he could never

  get off to sleep in a shared bed.




  A few hundred yards from the house I stopped to phone him, to save myself the disappointment of ringing the doorbell and getting no reply.




  ‘Jen?’ He sounded surprised. ‘All right?’




  ‘Not really. I wanted to see you. Are you in?’




  ‘No, like I said, I’m busy this evening.’




  ‘Are you?’




  ‘I’ve got that lecture I told you about.’




  ‘Oh. Yeah.’ It was true. I’d forgotten. ‘When do you need to leave?’




  ‘I’ve left already. I’m cycling into Blacon as we speak. Gotta be there for seven-fifteen.’




  ‘Remind me what it is tonight?’




  ‘Social Welfare: Where Next? It’s Irma Boyd speaking, she’s terrific. You should come.’




  ‘Nah, you’re OK. I need to get home and have something to eat.’




  ‘There’s a lecture about corporate crime and the multinationals coming up soon.’




  ‘Is there?’




  ‘And another about the economic implications of biofuels.’




  I know I should take a keener interest in the politics of inequality – Owen has the entire weight of moral right on his side – but I can’t always summon up the energy. Some

  days I can barely cope with the injustices and loose ends of my own small life, never mind trying to take in the global scale of wrongdoing.




  ‘What time will you be finished?’




  ‘Not till late. Look, Jen, I’ve really gotta go. Sorry. I’ll call you tomorrow, talk about the weekend. Yeah?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  That would have to do. He rang off and I stood for a while, feeling flat, while the traffic lights went through their sequence two, three times. I thought, should I ring him back and ask where

  exactly in Blacon the meeting was? Drag myself over there and sit beneath flickering strip lights while some strange woman railed about privilege and corruption? Might it be worth it to see my

  boyfriend? The answer was no, not this evening. It was a hug I’d been after, not a lecture. I could walk down to the river, though, past his house. Buy a snack from the late-night newsagent.

  Eat it looking out over the water.




  I nipped over the crossroads and made my way in the direction of the Old Dee Bridge. There was Owen’s house, with its Georgian frontage and fan-shaped glass over the wide front door. There

  was the cobbled courtyard, steps, the iron railing, hanging baskets: a genteel space in the heart of the city. I cast a longing look now at the top storey. At the same moment, my mobile began to

  buzz. I scrabbled for it hopefully.




  ‘Owen?’




  ‘It’s Mum.’




  ‘Oops. I meant to ring and let you know I’d be late. Sorry. Were you worried where I was? It’s just, I’ve had the worst day, that bloody woman sprung a load of extra work

  on me and she knew I had an assignment, but luckily the American quilters I had to interview were really quick or I’d never have managed it—’




  ‘Jenny, we need you here.’




  ‘Yeah, I’m on my way. But I’m going to grab a muffin first because I’m starving, then I’ll be—’




  ‘No, straight home, love. I need you to help me with Helen.’




  Her voice sounded strained, teetering on that knife-edge between apology and command. Honestly, sweetheart, only if it’s no trouble, but if you don’t do what I’m asking

  right this minute I’ll never speak to you again. I’m too familiar with that tone. And I remember some of the Helen situations we’ve had before: Mum discovering a strip of

  laxatives hidden inside a book, the Bank Holiday weekend when the bathroom scales stopped working, the time I accidentally broke Hel’s special plate. In a normal family none of these would

  have been an issue.




  ‘Right, fine. I will just buy a snack from the newsagent though because—’




  ‘Jenny, please. We need you now.’




  That high-pitched note of panic, like the singing of a wine glass about to shatter. There’s no arguing when she’s that near the edge. Hel says boo and we all jump.




  When I got home the curtains were drawn, even though it was light outside. This was our drama and no one else was allowed to watch. Hel was squeezed deep into a corner of the

  sofa, as if she wanted to disappear down the crack between the cushions. Dad was nowhere to be seen. I guessed he’d had his say then taken himself off somewhere, out of the way. Mum stood in

  front of the TV, her arms folded.




  ‘What do you think?’ she said before I’d even sat down.




  ‘About what? You have to give us a clue.’




  ‘Helen. She claims to have a job. A job!’




  I glanced across at my sister, who shrugged.




  But indignation was already rising from my mother like steam. ‘A job, and we knew nothing about it. Nothing. It’s all been arranged behind our backs. Not a word. All done in secret.

  That’s what bothers me here. And do you know who gave her a reference? Mr Wolski. Tadek Wolski! So she’s gone ahead and confided in her ex-teacher, yet she didn’t think to breathe

  a word to us. That’s nice, isn’t it?’




  I settled myself on the arm of the chair and looked at Hel. She had on her mask-face – no expression other than one of complete detachment. I can’t tell whether she uses it because

  she knows it winds Mum up, or if that’s genuinely how she feels. Above and beyond us all.




  ‘What sort of job is it?’ I ventured.




  ‘What sort of job? I’ll tell you. Something that I’d never have let her anywhere near if she’d taken the trouble to consult us first.’




  My mind boggled. Whatever could my sister have in mind? Mercenary? Prostitute? One of those guys who cleans the windows at the very top of skyscrapers? ‘Elephant sperm collector,’ I

  imagined Ned saying, and that very nearly started me giggling, which would have probably meant my mother driving me out of the family forever.




  ‘Cut the dramatics, Mum. It’s a kennel maid,’ said Helen to me. ‘I want to work at an animal rescue centre.’




  ‘What, with cats and dogs?’




  ‘No, with performing fleas.’




  ‘OK. Keep your knickers on.’




  ‘Please don’t use language like that, Jenny,’ said Mum.




  ‘She started it.’




  I thought, if only Owen hadn’t been going out I could’ve been round at his now, sipping cold cider and listening to music. Away from this.




  Mum tried again. ‘Helen, tell your sister what they want you to do at this centre.’




  ‘Clean up, feed the animals. Look after them. Try to rehome the ones who—’




  ‘Which would be fine,’ broke in Mum, ‘except this kennels or rescue place or whatever they call it, can you imagine what a distressing place it must be? When the animals are

  brought in hurt and abused, and then they don’t get better, and then they . . . they don’t get better. How’s that going to make you feel?’




  ‘Upset, for a few days. Then I’ll move on. Focus on the ones who are healthy, the ones we’ve helped.’




  ‘But think what state you got yourself in when Toffee died!’




  Toffee, king of the cavies. I must have been about nine when he went to guinea pig heaven. A large brown and white boar who ran away whenever I tried to stroke him, but who’d wheek at

  Helen as soon as she appeared and stand up on his hind feet to be fed. He’d been a good pet on the whole, but he let us down majorly by having a heart attack right at the start of

  Helen’s worst period, when letters of concern were coming from school and Mum was starting to make appointments with health professionals. The death of Toffee had triggered Old

  Testament-scale mourning. Helen had cried for days.




  Now Mum came over and sat on the chair arm next to me. ‘Jenny, you can see why I’m worried, can’t you? Back me up here.’




  ‘When Toffee died I wasn’t myself,’ argued Helen. ‘I was a teenager, it was a different time. I’m recovered.’




  And I thought, Are you, though? Are you recovered? How far along the spectrum do you have to be to say you’re cured? Even that morning I’d seen her putting low-fat spread on

  a Ryvita. Scrape it on, scrape it off, reapply, remove a bit more, adjust, refine, scrutinise. No actual eating allowed till the application looked to be exactly the right thickness. Just watching

  her made me exhausted.




  ‘But is it worth the risk?’ Mum went on. ‘Believe me, I’m not just blocking you for the sake of it—’




  ‘You’re not blocking me at all, Mum. This whole thing is ridiculous. Physically I’m fine. Dr Gerard said that last month; you were there, you heard him. My BMI’s healthy,

  my bone density’s passable. You said yourself it was good news. And I need to get into the world and exercise my practical mind. I’ve done enough academic studying. I’ve more A

  levels than I know what to do with. But mainly, I can’t stay holed up in here with you forever.’




  ‘We’re not expecting you to. Of course you have to make your way in life. We want to support you in that, you know we do. But can you not pick something more suitable? Something less

  . . . disturbing? Your dad’ll help you look for a job, he knows people.’




  On the wall behind Mum’s head hung her wedding photo. There she’d been, a glowing twenty-something bride, with no idea what deep lines were going to score themselves around her mouth

  and chin over the next three decades. Everything about today’s contours said disappointment, weariness, frustration. She might keep herself smart, have her hair dyed professionally, but the

  years had done for her skin. It was as if she was collapsing in on herself.




  Helen sat up straight, her eyes blazing.




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake. Can’t you see how mean you’re being? I went out and got this position on my own. I checked through the small ads, I applied, I had an interview, I

  won it fair and square. My first ever job. Paid employment. It was my idea, my effort. I had no help from anyone.’




  ‘Apart from that Mr Wolski.’




  ‘I thought you’d be proud!’




  ‘Well, we are—’




  ‘Looks like it.’




  Mum turned to me. ‘I give up. This is what we’ve had all evening. She’s deliberately missing the point. Talk some sense into her, Jen. She might listen to you.’




  That nearly made me laugh out loud. ‘Yeah, right.’




  ‘Well she doesn’t listen to me.’




  My sister sighed and slumped against the cushions.




  I said, ‘You really want my view on this?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Mum.




  ‘OK then. For what it’s worth, I actually think the kennels placement is a good idea.’ Her eyes widened at the betrayal, but I carried on regardless. ‘Hel’s right,

  she’s got to find something to do at some point or other, and better if she starts with a job she’s keen on rather than one that’s been thrust on her. What she’s chosen here

  isn’t anything high-powered, there’s no huge expectations or responsibility – I’m guessing it’s going to be mainly filling dog bowls and poop scoops, yeah? – and

  despite your concerns, Mum, I reckon it’ll be quite an upbeat place. She’ll be working alongside people who help animals get better, and they’re bound to be a supportive bunch.

  And there’ll be success stories every day, pets being rehomed, getting healthy again. It could actually be quite therapeutic for her.’




  ‘Therapeutic. Nice one, sis.’ Helen nodded her approval.




  I swivelled so I was addressing her directly. ‘Anyway, it’s about time you started contributing to the household.’




  ‘You mean, like you do?’




  Sod off, I vibed at her. I’m trying to help.




  Meanwhile Mum was glaring at me like I was the biggest disappointment ever. ‘That’s put me in my place, then.’




  ‘You asked for my opinion. What about Dad, does he think Hel should work at the kennels?’




  ‘Him!’




  Helen slid herself to the edge of the sofa and stretched. Then she stood up, her gypsy skirt trailing off the cushion behind her and flopping down around her ankles. She’d cinched in her

  waist with a leather belt that I knew she’d had to punch extra holes in to make fit. She’s still pretty thin in my book, whatever the doctors’ charts say.




  ‘Look, is there anything to eat?’ I asked. ‘Because I’m so hungry I’m starting to feel sick.’




  With a swish of Indian cotton my sister made her way out into the hall and up the stairs.




  ‘I’ve left you a plate of shepherd’s pie,’ said Mum absently, passing her palm over her brow as if she had another of her headaches. Of course I can see why she worries.

  We all live in fear of it starting up again. Sometimes the anorexia’s felt like a fifth member of our family: Hel’s shadowy companion, hanging round the dinner table, casting a chill of

  bad memories over us all.




  I made to get up, but she reached out and held my arm for a moment.




  ‘You know, Jenny, I only ever try and do my best for her. It’s not easy.’




  Maybe I should have stayed to reassure her, listen to her woes. But I was tired and famished and missing Owen. Fed up, too: I bet Mum didn’t spend a tenth of the time angsting over my

  problems. I’m tough as old boots, I am.




  ‘So cut her some slack,’ I said.




  I brushed her away and walked into the kitchen, not looking back.




  Ten to midnight and I was propped up in bed, playing with the origami animals Owen had sent me. The parcel had been sitting on top of our fridge for days, apparently, not that

  anyone had thought to mention it. Inside was my birthday card – hand-drawn, a complicated swirl of leaves and feathers – and this paper menagerie he’d created. There were two

  kangaroos, a swan, a walrus, a seahorse, a fish, something that might have been a cat, a panda, a bat, a rhino and a mouse. Each one had been carefully threaded with cotton so I could hang it from

  my lampshade or curtain rail. For now I’d lined them up along my duvet so I could take a photo with my phone, except the penguin kept falling over. Its beak was too heavy for its centre of

  gravity. If I leant it against the walrus, that held it up, but then it looked drunk. ‘And nobody likes a drunk penguin,’ I imagined Ned saying.




  I was delighted and relieved. I knew Owen wouldn’t have forgotten. Even last year, before we were going out, he’d taken the trouble to make me a photo frame out of driftwood. Then,

  that Christmas he’d painted me a watercolour of the weir. In between times I’d had a bookmark decorated with pressed bracken, a pendant made from a Scrabble tile, and a whistle

  he’d carved himself out of a willow stick. All right, it was no use taking him to a shop window and pointing hopefully at a pair of violet stilettos (‘You don’t need any more

  shoes, Jen. You’re just giving in to the pressures of consumerism.’), but these little personal gifts he made me – presents that don’t hurt the planet, he’d called

  them – were worth much more.




  I was still negotiating with the penguin when I heard a soft knock at my door. I stiffened in case it was Mum, come to have another go at me for not taking her side in the kennels argument. At

  the same time a small part of me hoped it might be so I could say something soothing and end the day on a better note. But when I called ‘Come in’, it turned out to be Helen, dressed in

  her long white robe and carrying a mug in each hand.




  ‘I saw your light on,’ she said.




  We know Helen keeps late hours. It’s a hangover from the illness, when she used the nights to exercise and write weird poetry.




  ‘Yeah, well. I’ve a lot on my mind.’ I gestured at the mugs. ‘What’s this in aid of?’




  ‘I made you hot chocolate.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Do you want it or not?’




  I did. I threw down the phone and reached out gratefully. Hel settled herself on the end of my bed, pretending not to notice the state of my carpet or the piles of clothes draped over my chair

  and stool. My mess annoys her, the same way her obsessive neatness gets to me. We don’t go in each other’s bedrooms much.




  ‘They’re cute,’ she said, nodding at the origami figures. ‘I like the little moustache.’




  ‘It’s a bat.’




  ‘So it is. Did you make them?’




  ‘No. Owen. For my birthday.’




  ‘Right.’ The faintest note of disapproval. Not everyone gets Owen or his approach to low-cost gifting. She herself had bought me a smart office set in a mix of primary colours

  – lime green stapler, tangerine hole punch, raspberry pen pot, etc – to brighten up my desk at The Messenger. ‘Make you look more organised,’ she’d said.




  I swept the origami onto the bedside table, out of the way.




  She said, ‘Anyway, I just wanted you to know, you were brilliant this evening. You didn’t have to stick up for me.’




  ‘Mum was wrong. That’s all there was to it.’




  ‘I’m glad you can see it. Even Dad wasn’t completely sold on the idea because he thinks I can “do better”. A nice clerical post, he sees for me. But those points

  you made were good ones about the kennels being low-pressure and therapeutic. I’d been explaining how I wanted to use my qualifications somewhere, and that I loved animals, only I

  couldn’t get Mum to listen. It was hopeless.’




  ‘She knows now. We told her. And in any case, you’re right, she can’t physically stop you. What’s she going to do, lie down in front of your car each workday

  morning?’




  Hel’s lips twitched at the image. Then she looked anxious again.




  ‘I’ve upset her though, Jen. I feel bad about that.’




  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t fret. She’s always upset over something.’ I blew on the surface of my drink. ‘Isn’t that how families work? Various members sitting on their

  hands trying not to strangle each other?’




  ‘Maybe. We’re too alike, me and Mum, that’s the trouble. We ought to be more laid back, the way you and Dad are. Is your chocolate OK?’




  ‘Yummy. How’s yours?’




  A slight head shake. ‘I’ve got green tea.’




  Obviously.




  ‘This is nice, anyway,’ I said.




  ‘Yeah.’




  Two sisters sharing a midnight cuppa and a friendly chat. There hadn’t been enough of that.




  ‘The other thing was,’ she said, ‘while I’m here, I wondered if you could do me a favour.’




  ‘Two in one day? Steady on.’




  ‘No, it’s important, and I don’t know who else to ask. Incredibly important. I’m being serious. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about it for ages.’




  ‘Yeah?’




  The trouble with my sister is she can be quite manipulative. Whether this is a behaviour she took on when she was ill, or whether she was just born that way, I’ve no idea. I can’t

  remember what she was like before. I do know that when she asks you for a favour, you need to be on your guard. Don’t say anything to Mum about that food in the bin, will you? If you

  don’t let on that I scoffed your Easter egg, I’ll buy you one twice as big. Tell Dad I had a migraine and couldn’t face going. Covering for Helen’s got me into trouble

  in the past.




  I said, ‘Can’t you ask Ned, whatever it is?’




  ‘Not Ned.’




  ‘Why? What are you up to, Hel?’




  ‘I want you to check something online for me.’




  ‘You’ve got a computer.’




  ‘I can’t. It has to be you.’




  ‘What, then?’




  ‘It’s . . . I want you to find Joe Pascoe for me.’




  I put my cup down. ‘Joe Pascoe?’




  ‘Mm.’




  ‘Joe you were at school with?’




  She nodded and lowered her face so I couldn’t see her expression.




  ‘Joe who broke your heart?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Why are you asking me?’ She didn’t reply. ‘You do it, Hel. Go on Twitter or Facebook or Instagram, he’s bound to be somewhere.’




  ‘I daren’t. I might be . . . I only want to know what happened to him, from a distance. Then I can put him out of my mind for good.’




  A lock of hair hung over her cheekbone, and some long-buried instinct made me want to push it out of the way and smooth it down for her. I didn’t, though. I kept my fingers firmly round

  the mug and stared till she raised her head.




  ‘Right, Helen. Let me get this straight. Behind Ned’s back you want me to check up on a boy you were at school with, what, fifteen years ago – a boy who dumped you and who you

  haven’t been in touch with since – and report to you and that’ll be it, end of story?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘It won’t be the end of the story. Will it?’




  ‘It will!’




  ‘But why, Helen? Why are you even considering this?’




  ‘What I said. I’m trying to move on, with the job and stuff. I want this year to be the year things change. So I need to draw a line under certain things. Put them to rest.

  I’ve been hanging on to the past for too long. I know it’s not normal. But it’s only because there’s not enough in my life.’




  ‘And Ned?’




  ‘I know. I love him, but there’s this kind of – ’ she waved her free arm, searching to explain – ‘this noise at the back of my brain and I need to

  silence it. That’s all, I promise.’




  Joe Pascoe. The boy who’d smashed open my sister’s heart, who’d made her cry even more than she had over the damn guinea pig. Started nasty rumours about her, Mum had told me,

  which exacerbated the bullying that was already pretty established. Finished with her for some girl called Saskia in the year above, and between the two of them they pulled her apart. Hel had

  lasted just one more term before she dropped out of school entirely. Perhaps that’s why she couldn’t let it go now, because she felt ashamed of leaving the way she did, with so much

  unfinished. When I’d left school it had been with a raucous end-of-year party and a snog under the chemistry block porch with Chris Green. Signed shirts and super-soakers and a banner hanging

  off the roof and someone passing round a helium balloon to make us talk like mice. My sister had had none of that.




  ‘I still don’t think it’s fair on Ned.’




  ‘No, Jen, don’t you see? It’s because of Ned I need to settle the past. Because at the moment things aren’t right between us, and I think the way to sort them is

  to nail that bad history. Yeah? One look, one update, that’s all I need and my head’ll clear forever.’




  Those large, appealing eyes, that brave but delicate little pointed chin. She’s so bloody persuasive. That’s always been part of the trouble.




  And I pictured Ned, his pleasant face, his cheerful smile, the casual, happy lope of his walk that you could recognise from a hundred yards away. Always bringing with him news and entertaining

  stories, helping out around the house, generally lifting everyone’s spirits. He was practically a member of the family. He was like the funny older brother I’d never had.




  Except you don’t fancy your brother.




  I said, ‘For God’s sake, Hel. I don’t like it.’




  ‘Please. Please.’




  ‘Oh, just . . . leave it with me. I’m not promising anything.’




  She moved her hand across the duvet so her fingertips were close to mine, but not quite touching.




  ‘I knew I could depend on you,’ she said.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  The office was sweltering. Rosa was near the sports desk, flirting loudly with Alan and a man from some local supermarket PR department, and next to me Gerry was bantering down

  the phone with one of the photographers. I squinted at my PC screen.




  What’s Your Craziest Holiday Experience?




  My main task of the morning was to sort through readers’ tweets and emails and arrange the most amusing ones into a light summer page-filler. Should’ve been a half-hour job, but

  actually it was impossible to organise this dross into any kind of meaningful shape. Every offering was moronic, pointless and self-congratulatory. I stole a child’s inflatable dolphin

  and her dad chased me down the beach! I buried my mate’s phone in the sand and then couldn’t find it again! Pillock. I trod on a sea urchin. How did that even qualify as

  crazy? Stupid, yes. Clumsy. Unlucky (especially for the sea urchin).




  I plucked at my shirt, fanned myself with a sheet of paper.




  My mate and I were so drunk we fell asleep on our balcony in the sunshine and got roasted alive. I could use that one but Rosa might want the drunk part editing out. I yelled SHARK

  and got everyone to leave the water screaming. I nearly got arrested for defacing a political poster in Chile. I ate a wasp. No, there was nothing I was going to be able to do with this

  garbage other than type it up as it was. There was no kind of pattern or order I could impose to shape the piece. In any case, the photo desk would break up the text randomly with stock cartoons

  and photos. My girlfriend and I went skinny dipping in the moonlight and ran into a late night beach party — yikes!




  I pulled out my mobile and texted Ned: ‘What is maddest thing you’ve ever done on holiday?’ No mileage in texting Owen because I already knew it was that time he locked himself

  inside a grain silo to protest about world food distribution. Six hours in a police cell he got out of that escapade. The high point of his career so far.




  I turned my attention back to the article. What else did we have here? I dived off a cliff and broke my nose. Blimey, that gem had been sent in by Mum’s hairdresser; I recognised

  the name. That’s the thing about working for a regional paper. You’re effectively positioning yourself at a busy crossroads, and if you stand there long enough, all local life trots

  by.




  My shirt was sticking to my skin now and I worried about dark patches appearing under the arms. Once I’d nailed this article I was going to take a trip to the ladies’ and jam as much

  of myself under the cold tap as I could manage.




  I dared a mate to drop a crab down his trunks and it nipped his bollock! No, no, that one would definitely have to be edited if it was going to grace the pages of Chester Cream. In

  fact, I’d probably ditch the entire quote so as to avoid provoking any copycat cruelty to crabs.




  I was just putting the piece to bed when my phone beeped with a new message. Ned: ‘I don’t do crazy. I’m too boring.’ As I was reading, another message from him came

  through. ‘Nearly brought home stray cat from Spain but hotel owner took it in instead.’




  Yes, that sounded like Ned. If anyone would try and save a starving Spanish mog, it would be him. Our family had known his family forever, and he always was the kind of guy who’d open a

  window to shoo out a moth, or carefully carry a spider to the doorstep. He was just one of life’s thoughtful people. He’d bring in the shopping for Mum, and hold spanners and torches

  and tape measures for my dad when required. When I was still at primary school and Helen was at her worst, he’d often volunteer to collect me at home-time so Mum wouldn’t have to leave

  my sister unattended. Of course none of these acts of kindness was on Owen’s fiery scale of world-saving, but I like to think little gestures add up in some kind of cosmic ledger. I had a

  sudden memory of him at the school gates, wading in to stop some big lads throwing a younger boy’s shoe into a tree.




  Without warning, my thoughts slid to Joe Pascoe, and my sister’s tremulous request of six nights ago. ‘Don’t you trust me, Jen?’ she’d said, her pretty eyes wide

  and pleading. ‘Look, think about it. If I was after playing dirty, I’d have just looked him up for myself and gone from there. But you doing it takes out any element of

  temptation. That’s the point. Your involvement keeps it above board.’




  So far I’d taken no action because I wasn’t convinced Ned would see it like that. Yet that half-threat hung over me: if I didn’t assist Hel, she might take matters into her own

  hands.




  In the background I could hear Rosa exclaiming over something on the supermarket man’s iPhone. Gerry, chat finished, was whistling under his breath as he typed. I tuned them both out and

  brought up Facebook on my PC. Then I typed in Joe’s name. It felt safer to do it here. And a quick peep couldn’t do any harm, could it? That didn’t commit me to anything.




  Mum’s always banging on about the dangers of social networking and how people make themselves ridiculously vulnerable by laying out their entire personal details online. She says sites

  like Facebook and Twitter are a stalker’s paradise, and who knows what brand of madmen and crims are sifting through your intimate histories and making notes about your routines, harvesting

  your passwords, mapping your movements. She says no one understands the concept of privacy any more. We under-thirties are beyond naive and deserve what’s coming to us.




  For the most part, oldie-talk like this makes me want to stick my fingers in my ears and go la-la-la, but today I wondered if she might not have a point. Five clicks was all it took me to locate

  the right Joe, the Joe who said he’d been to St Thom’s, Cheshire, class of 2002. He was married, it turned out. Not to Saskia – that must have fallen apart – but to someone

  called Ellie. He lived in Chrishall, a village on the outskirts of Chester, and he designed websites for a living. PortL, his company was called. Disappointingly his photo album only had two

  pictures in it, one of a sunset and one of a huge fish hanging from a hook. However, a quick scan of Ellie’s page revealed a stack of images showcasing life in the Pascoe household.




  Ellie-the-wife was blonde, with expensive-casual clothes and a bright white smile. Her two girls were miniatures of their mum. I didn’t even have to guess the kids’ ages (six and

  nine) because Ellie had obligingly posted snaps of their last birthday cakes, candles and all. The family garden was large, with swings for the girls and a long, smooth lawn. They had a pond and a

  pergola. They held barbecues. The girls liked fancy dress. Sometimes they all played boules. It was like looking at pages from a Boden catalogue. Ellie was in a reading group and did Pilates and

  liked a film called Molten Days and had 443 friends.




  Joe himself seemed to be ageing well. His hair was cropped quite severely but it suited him. His chin he kept stubbly, though I could see he’d experimented with a proper beard at one

  point. I squinted at the screen, trying to picture the arrogant teen who’d trampled my sister’s heart. He just smiled back at me, a man easy with himself and proud of his achievements.

  The lovely Ellie was a Global Communications and Engagement Manager with NatWest.




  Even as I scanned the info I was wondering whether I should tell Helen about any of this, and if so, how much, and what kind of spin to put on it. Would it be a relief for her to think of him

  settled and out of reach, or would the idea of his being married be upsetting? What exactly should I say about his wife? Should I mention the children? Would it help if I could detect some tiny

  element of dissatisfaction in his life choices, or would that be courting danger? Most importantly, should I reveal that he was still living just down the road from us, a mere twenty-minute drive

  from our house – that so near was he, the gods of mischief might sometime have them bump into each other inside Chester M&S? Helen had sworn to me this business was about closure and

  recovery, but my sister lied easily. She told you what you wanted to hear.




  I tried to picture her reaction to the various scenarios. My main fear, as ever, was that she’d be knocked off-centre again, and all that would entail. Mum’s towering fury if she

  suspected I was involved. God, it didn’t bear thinking about. A memory flashed up of Helen sitting at the kitchen table and crying over a plate of spag bol, still in her school shirt, and Dad

  shouting that they were ‘crocodile tears’. I’d never heard the phrase before and had to go away and look it up. Then I’d been both impressed and outraged by the idea someone

  could fake a crying fit, and also confused because she’d looked in genuine distress to me.




  I clicked to study Joe’s timeline. ‘How did you manage to hurt my sister so badly?’ I mouthed at the screen.




  ‘Jennifer! If you could tear yourself away from your dating websites and get on with some actual work, we’d be so grateful.’ Rosa’s voice sliced across the office, making

  me jump. At once everyone stopped to look at me: Alan and Tam on sports, the supermarket man, the woman reloading the water cooler. Only Gerry didn’t turn round, but I saw his shoulders

  tense.




  ‘It’s not a dating site,’ I said, as levelly as I could. But it came out as a whining protest, and my cheeks grew hot as I vanished the page.




  ‘Well, who is he, then, this man you’ve been gazing at for the last ten minutes?’




  ‘It’s research, Rosa.’




  ‘Research? What for?’




  ‘The holiday piece.’ I thought fast. ‘I remembered there was this boy I was at St Thom’s with who had a suncream fight in a hotel foyer. It went up the walls and over the

  furniture, everywhere. I was just trying to find the details.’




  ‘And how much detail do you need, for goodness’ sake? One line per incident, that’s all you’re required to write. No one’s asked you to compose a

  dissertation.’




  The whole of this speech was shouted the length of the room for maximum humiliation. I heard her snort, then she leant in towards Mr Supermarket and said, mock-conspiratorial, ‘You see,

  this is the problem when we take them straight from college. They’re just not grown up enough to follow instructions.’




  The meanness of it made my eyes sting, and for a nasty moment the document in front of me grew swimmy. I thought, Come on, Jen, get a grip. It’s only old Tweed-knickers. Don’t

  let her see she’s hit the mark. So I lowered my head, blinked a few times, breathed deeply and did what Ned always advises with tricky customers, which is to picture them in some

  embarrassing situation. I went for a selection of old favourites: Rosa fitted with that scold’s bridle they have on display in the Grosvenor Museum; Rosa tied to a ducking stool and dropped

  into a pond; Rosa in the stocks, covered in raw egg. Meanwhile, back in the real world I saw her pick up her handbag and usher the supermarket man to the door, no doubt off for another working

  lunch. The click click of heels down the uneven wooden stairs. This is an old building. One of these days she might have a nasty fall.




  The fan churned and whirred and still the air was as hot as ever.




  Gerry stretched, rolled his eyes in my direction. ‘Oi, Jennyfer,’ he said. ‘Where are you up to with your work?’




  I nodded at my PC. ‘More or less finished this piece. I have to be out at two, visiting a nursery.’




  ‘So you’ve a bit of a window, then?’




  ‘Why? What are you after?’




  ‘I only wondered if you could nip outside for half an hour and gather me some vox pops for a piece I’m doing on pensions.’




  ‘Pensions?’




  ‘Yeah. Just take a clipboard and ask a few people in the street whether they’ve got one set up, what they think of the state pension, how they feel about the retirement age. That

  kind of blah. You’ll get more responses than me. You’ve a more approachable face.’




  I grinned. ‘You mean I should get out of the office before I chuck my monitor across the room in a fit of pique?’




  ‘The thought never entered my head. Now go on, buzz off, enjoy some fresh air. I’ll deal with Madam if she comes back before you, but we both know we won’t see her till gone

  four.’




  I hit the street gratefully. Outside it was just as warm, but a different kind of heat, dry and pleasant on the skin, not fuggy with confined bodies and bad feeling. The plan

  was to grab a can of something cold, then step out among the masses with my clipboard and gather a few useful quotes. Before I’d reached the precinct, however, my phone bleeped with a text

  message. I opened it up and read that the nursery visit would have to be rescheduled due to a stomach bug sweeping through staff and kids. Call me heartless, but I actually let out a little whoop.

  I forwarded the text to the photographer, then stood for a minute under the Rows, watching shoppers mill and street vendors blow glittering streams of soap bubbles onto the pavement. In front of

  WHSmith’s a preacher was calling out that each new day was a gift from God, and that His eye was always on us. Pigeons strutted and pecked. A delicious sense of freedom flooded through

  me.




  Obviously I knew what I ought to do was collect Gerry’s sound bites for him, return to my desk and try to get ahead with some work. That would be the sensible option. That would show

  Tweed-knickers I wasn’t such a waster. But the cancellation felt like a sign. It meant I could nip down and see Owen, hole up there for half an hour. My heart lifted at the thought. As for

  the vox pops, I’d get a few on the way.
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