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One moment of carelessness. Four shattered lives.Psychological suspense that explores a labyrinth of lies, manipulation and revenge. Perfect for fans of Louise Jenson and Katerina Diamond.

Literary agent Viola Matthews is sure she’s met Katherine Baxter before.So when her husband and bestselling novelist Samuel Morton introduces Viola to the quiet, unassuming woman he has offered to mentor, she knows their paths have crossed before.The question is where?

As their worlds collide and the bond between Samuel and Katherine deepens, Viola realises she must take control. If Viola is right, then Katherine needs to pay for something that happened twelve years ago
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1

This is it, Katherine. One more day, then it’s back to reality tomorrow. Come on, you’ve got this.

My pale hands gripped the basin as I stared, unimpressed, at my reflection in the mirror. I’d pulled my long, dark hair into a low ponytail in an attempt at professional chic, but instead it accentuated my sharp cheekbones and made my ridiculously large blue eyes seem cartoonish. I’d only put on a tiny bit of mascara for embellishment, but all I could see staring back at me were eyes like Betty Boop.

I looked away. The wind whistled through the little bathroom window and rattled the door in its frame. In harmony, my stomach groaned hollowly, but I felt simultaneously nauseous at the idea of eating.

I pulled out the hairband holding my ponytail and wrapped it around my wrist. My hair would have to be au naturel today. Okay, that worked better – much more like my plain self. No need to draw extra attention. With a deep breath and one last look, I pushed away from the basin and pulled open the door.

The cacophony of noise filtering up the stairs assaulted my ears instantly.

‘Give it back!’

‘No, it’s mine!’

Thank goodness Paul had left for work already. Besides the racket, he’d hate that I was wearing jeans again.

I rushed downstairs to find Jack and Lily wrestling over a book, the pages of which were close to exploding from the spine, while Bo, our overexcitable cocker spaniel, lay in the corner of the room chewing on a stolen trainer.

‘Hey, hey! What’s going on?’ I positioned myself between the kids and grabbed the book before any long-term damage could be inflicted.


‘He stole it from my room!’

‘I need it for school!’

They both shouted over each other, Lily’s ten-year-old voice reaching a pitch that even a world-class soprano would be proud of, while her eight-year-old brother looked close to infuriated tears.

‘Okay,’ I said, switching into mediator role. ‘Lils, I’m sure he didn’t mean to take it without asking, but, to be fair, you haven’t read this book in months.’ Lily began to object, but I shushed her with a glare. ‘And Jack, you should’ve asked Lils first if you could take it. You would get upset if you found her rifling through your stuff. Now, can we just pack our bags and get off to school please. You cannot be late today.’

I cannot be late today.

My earlier nerves forced aside for now, I wrestled the soggy trainer from Bo and got on with the insurmountable task that was the school run so that I could make my train and then concentrate on me for one last, blissful day.

*

I slapped the typed pages onto the desk, aware of the stupid smile playing at the edge of my lips. Not only had I written those words, but I’d swallowed my anxiety with a gulp of tepid water and read them out loud to a room full of relative strangers.

I skimmed the faces around the boardroom table, looking for signs that they liked it, but was greeted with indifference.

Oh god, they hated it.

I pulled myself up a little straighter in the hard chair, donning my well-worn armour against the inevitable criticism.

‘Okay, thanks Katherine,’ Samuel Morton said with a smile from his position at the head of the long table. Was that pity I could see? Was it as bad as that? I’d stopped openly fangirling over him on about day three of this writing course and, truth be told, I was still a little captivated by him, so the last thing I wanted to see on his lovely lips was pity. ‘Thoughts, anyone?’ He ran his hand over his brow.

‘Um, yeah, it’s… Can I be brutally honest?’ The American man sitting opposite me leaned forward. I think his name was Carl, but I couldn’t be sure.

‘That’s why we’re here,’ Samuel replied on an exhale. He looked like he wanted to roll his eyes.

Carl was staring at me with contrived intensity. ‘It’s just that not much happens.’ He scrunched his face up like a gnome. ‘There’s a lot of beautiful words and imagery, but no real journey or plot that I can figure.’ He accentuated the words while his hands punctuated the air.

I chewed on my lip.

‘Yes, I agree.’ A middle-aged woman in a loose-fitting floral blouse and navy-blue trousers that could only be described as ‘slacks’ interrupted the man I had now mentally dubbed ‘The Gnome’. ‘You need more action, less talk. There’s a lot of unnecessary dialogue and not enough story for the readers to get their teeth into.’

She reminded me of Fiona from the film Shrek, not helped by the fact that she had introduced herself to the fifteen-strong group as ‘Foo’ at the beginning of the week. Giving someone a moniker so that they appeared less threatening and intimidating to me was a trick I had learnt in therapy. It was coming in useful today.

‘I quite like it.’ I looked across the table to where a quiet voice had chimed in. ‘It’s… lyrical.’ A mousey, bespectacled woman called Shelley looked sheepishly at the many eyes turned towards her. My husband Paul would describe her as being ‘a few meals ahead’, but she seemed harmless and, so far this week, had been the most reasonable and objective in her comments.

There was silence. I looked down at the pages in front of me, willing myself not to take it all to heart. What else had I expected?

‘Anyone else?’ Samuel pushed.

Apart from Foo tapping her pen on the table, the room remained quiet.

‘Okay, well, for what it’s worth, I think there is promise here,’ Samuel said.

I looked up. Samuel Morton. Award-winning author of intellectual crime thrillers; critics’ favourite; darling of the publishing world. He could see promise!

‘There is some beautiful imagery and I agree that it could be toned down, stripped back a little, but the bones of the plot are there. Pacing is a little… erratic, but it just needs a sharp edit to pull it tighter and reveal the underlying narrative arc.’

I wasn’t entirely sure what all that meant, but he was smiling and there was something in the way he was looking at me that made the floor drop out of my stomach. I raised my eyebrows in what I hoped showed the right degree of gratitude rather than in a weird facial tick kind of way. God, what was the matter with me? I was back to acting like a schoolgirl with a crush.

‘Right, coffee break I think, then it’s Greg’s turn as the last critique of the course.’ Samuel pushed his chair back with a rasp of metal on tiles and headed towards the coffee station.

*

I contemplated a thin line of dirt under my short nails before looking around the table. This was day five of the creative writing course, during which we had listened, shared, compared and evaluated our starter novels. Each of us had come to the table with something different – from romcoms to historical fiction to crime – and, so far, it had hands down been the best week of my life. Five days to put myself front and centre, doing something I loved with people of a similar mindset for a few hours. No talk of children, schools, secondary transfer days, healthy eating. No hiding.

And then there was Samuel. Meeting him had been worth digging into my savings to pay for the course in the first place. This afternoon we had run through Greg’s novel about a man caught up in a fight with the mafia, debating his use of first-person voice and the time jumps he had included, but now Samuel was drawing the course to a close. I zoned in on his lips as he spoke.

‘Writers are selfish creatures. We take our inspiration from everyone and everything around us without permission. Not necessarily asking for anything in return except that little bit of the Muse’s soul to pepper our narrative with life. They say it’s a lonely profession, but I disagree. We create our own companionships, whether the token of our attention is willing or not, whether real or fictional.’ He paced backwards and forwards as he spoke, then stopped and leaned on the table, his fingers splayed.

He scanned the room before letting his gaze fall on me just as I licked my lips. The heat of a blush fanned over my skin.

‘We are always observing, taking notes in our head, wondering if the scene playing out before us can be used and manipulated into plugging that gaping plot hole. We are predators, stalking the lives of others, using and abusing, bending and shaping at will.’ Pulling his eyes away from me, he continued pacing again, his hands embellishing his sentences. I hung on every word. ‘Use what goes on around you, the people, smells, tastes. Use the conversations you overhear or the arguments you witness on a train. Use the taste of your lover’s skin or the physical pain you feel when they leave you. All of it is useful. Make your writing come alive with what you experience and then add a dash of imagination and it will sing.’

A lock of greying hair had fallen over his eyes. I felt compelled to reach out. He swept it casually to the side, then turned back to his audience.

‘Now, without further ado, there is a pub next door and it’s calling out for us to have a celebratory drink before we all go our separate ways. Who’s in?’

A titter of amusement swept around the table before the rest of the group got to their feet and began to pack up, chatting amongst themselves and throwing on coats.

I hesitated and looked at my watch. I was already cutting it fine to catch the train that would get me home in time to collect Lily and Jack from my friend Helen’s house before Paul got home from work. He’d agreed to me taking this week to do the course as long as I could fit it in around the kids’ schedule and Helen had been a godsend in picking them up from school and letting them hang out at hers for an hour or so every day.

But I also didn’t want this week to end just yet and a drink in the pub talking all things literary seemed like an irresistible idea on a Friday afternoon. Perhaps I would get the opportunity to talk to Samuel a bit more too.

As I stuffed my notebook and folder into my bag, internally debating whether it was worth calling in another favour with Helen, I felt something brush against my arm and I turned to see Samuel next to me.

‘You will join me for a drink, won’t you, Katherine?’ he said.

I wasn’t about to say no, since he had asked so nicely. I picked up my phone and made a hasty call to Helen to arrange a sleepover for the kids.
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Situated as it was near to Soho, there were already a number of suits spilling out of the bar and into the street, enjoying their first cigarette post-work. Late September leaves swirled about their feet, waltzing with cigarette butts and empty crisp packets.

A long, polished bar dominated the room, illuminated by the rows of multicoloured bottles standing to attention behind the bar staff. Artisan gins and trendy rum brands stood shoulder to shoulder with cheaper spirits in eye-watering hues. The air was heady with a bouquet of aftershave, alcohol and naked ambition, making me almost nostalgic for the days of my youth when bars up north would reek of cigarette smoke, beer and regret.

The writing group congregated around a few tables to the side of the room. I hovered on the periphery, holding my coat in front of me like a shield. The group looked at each other for a moment, no one wanting to be the first to offer to get a round in, not for so many of them in one go. Eventually, The Gnome couldn’t hold out any longer, the pull of the pint proving too much for him to bear.

‘What’s your poison, everyone? I’ll get the first one in.’

Relieved mutterings of ‘make it a pint for me’ and ‘a small white wine please’ filled the air. Conscious of the rumbling of my tummy after a day of little food and too much free coffee, I asked for a gin and tonic, then positioned myself next to Shelley – close enough to follow the conversation, but peripheral enough not to have to engage too thickly. I generally wasn’t one for small talk; I was never sure what adults talked about if not their kids.

I scanned the faces for Samuel. He was standing further away to my left, his back to me, deep in conversation with a man whose name I couldn’t recall. I tried to make out what they were talking about, but their voices were indistinct in the pub clamour.

‘Did you enjoy it? The course I mean?’ Shelley leaned in and whispered at my side. ‘I’m Shelley Low, by the way. We haven’t really been introduced properly.’ She was holding out a pudgy hand to me. I shook it firmly. Her grasp was limp.

‘Katherine Baxter.’ I smiled. ‘I did enjoy it. I’ve come away with a lot of great ideas, although I wish it could’ve been longer. I was essentially looking for validation that I can actually write more than anything else. I didn’t necessarily get that though. We spent so much time talking about everyone else’s work and perhaps we could’ve had more time working on our own stuff, you know? Maybe some more one-on-one time with Samuel?’

‘True.’ Shelley looked like she was dithering over whether to say the words forming behind her lips, then she ploughed in. ‘Please don’t take everyone’s criticism of your work to heart.’ She flushed. ‘I could tell by your face that you were hoping to hear something different.’ She shuffled her feet and avoided looking me in the eye.

‘Was it that obvious?’

Shelley smiled, just as The Gnome began to dish out the drinks. ‘I personally think your novel is really promising and we have to remember that there is an element of competition here.’ She looked at the others standing around us. ‘They’re all looking at each of us and seeing the books that may get published before theirs, so it’s self-preservation to tear others down before building theirs up.’

I felt myself exhale. ‘You know, you’re right, Shelley. We pour ourselves into the words on the page and to hear that the reader is left feeling complacent at best is disheartening. But I agree – they can say what they want because they won’t be the ones offering me a publishing deal.’ I looked pointedly at where Samuel was now holding court over the main group. He looked over and caught my eye. My cheeks warmed. I nodded my head subtly in his direction. ‘That’s who we should be impressing.’

Shelley followed my eyeline. ‘Yes, he’s lovely, isn’t he?’ she said. I watched him as he chatted, the way he used his slim hands for emphasis. ‘You know, they say his wife is quite a force to be reckoned with too,’ Shelley added, then took a sip of her drink.

I dragged my eyes back to her. ‘Really?’

‘Yes, she was the one who got him published in the first place apparently.’ Her voice was little above a conspiratorial whisper and I had to lean in closer to catch the syllables. ‘Viola Matthews?’ The name meant nothing to me. ‘Apparently, she supported him financially while he locked himself away writing failure after failure. He fell into the bottle and she propped him up, by all accounts, because she recognised a latent talent. Then he wrote Muses and Starlings, thought it was rubbish and threw the whole thing away in a drunken rage. She salvaged it, sent it to a publisher friend and the rest is history.’

‘How do you know all this?’ Of course he’d be married. But I never would’ve had him down as having struggled. He exuded such confidence when he spoke about his work. My glass was almost empty already and I could feel the gin fizzing in my veins.

Shelley pushed her glasses up her nose. ‘I did some background reading on him before the course and came across an interview he did years ago with the New York Times just after his third novel was published. Have you read any of his books?’

‘I’ve read Muses and Starlings, a long time ago now.’

‘I’ve read them all. He’s very good at the thinking man’s thriller, I guess you could call it. He writes with such lyricism and clarity when it comes to character definition. He won the lifetime achievement award at the National Book Awards recently, you know. They don’t give those out to just anyone.’

I narrowed my eyes at her wistful tone. ‘Ooh, Shelley, anyone would think you have a crush on our esteemed tutor,’ I teased.

She giggled lightly. ‘Well, I was rather star-struck when I met him on Monday.’ Her cheeks flushed to a deep beetroot shade. ‘He has a way about him, doesn’t he?’ She was gazing at him now. ‘Of course, it’s been a while since he published anything new. Rumour has it he’s close to finishing his next bestseller.’

I slurped at the last of my drink and looked at Shelley more closely. ‘So what about you? Are you married? Kids?’ I asked.

‘No, just me and my cat. I’m a spinster stereotype. You?’

‘Married, two kids: Lily and Jack. Writing is just a hobby for me.’

‘So, what do you do – I mean, for work?’

I was saved from answering by Samuel approaching us.

‘Ladies.’ He angled between us and I was amused to hear Shelley giggle again.

‘Samuel,’ I replied with a subtle smile.

‘Please, we’re all friends now – call me Sam, much less formal. So, what are your thoughts on the course? Worthwhile? Did you get what you wanted from it?’

Did I imagine his eyes tracking down my visage? I pulled at the open neck of my cardigan.

‘Shelley and I were just discussing that.’ I tried to project a more professional intonation onto my words.

‘Yes, we were.’ Shelley jockeyed herself in front of me and into his direct eyeline. I was amused at her sudden forthrightness. ‘I thought it was very worthwhile and certainly useful going forward.’

I stepped forward so that I was back in contention, the two of us like chess pieces manoeuvring around the king. ‘To be honest, I thought there could’ve been a bit more time spent on our own work – perhaps more one-to-one time?’

‘Well, I’m sure if there is more you wanted me to help you with, then we could arrange to meet outside of the course if it will help?’ he said to me.

‘Oh, that’s so nice of you, Sam. Thank you!’ Shelley gushed, her eyes wide and bright.

Sam tore his eyes away from me to flick a glance at her. ‘Oh, yes, you too Shelley.’

The insipid man whose name I’d forgotten earlier but I now remembered was Greg, interrupted us then. He offered another round and Sam moved away with him to help with the order.

I felt my phone vibrate in my back pocket and I excused myself from Shelley to move aside. A text from Paul asking where I was. I kicked myself for not phoning him earlier, but I had been focused on asking Helen to watch the kids first and foremost.

I texted him back to explain that the kids were sleeping over at Helen’s and that I would be home by around 10 p.m., then shoved my phone back in my pocket. I could deal with the fallout tomorrow.

*

The group had thinned by 9.30 p.m. and only myself, Shelley, Sam, Foo, The Gnome and a skinny woman named Lizzie – whose novel told the story of a Nazi woman forced to live in a basement during the war and was disturbingly similar to a certain Anne Frank’s diary – were left nursing our drinks.

Thin Lizzie, who had been throwing Shelley disdainful looks all evening, was wearing a polyester wrap-around dress that crackled with static every time she moved and I feared we would all combust if we got too near to her. There was also a faint whiff of mothballs about her and I found myself wondering not for the first time that week what I had in common with these people apart from a shared dream of being a writer. This had been so far out of my comfort zone that the week carried a haze of the surreal in my head.

Having said that, I had actually surprised myself by enjoying the evening and a quick look at my watch made me realise how quickly time had passed. The group – and Shelley and I in particular – had chatted amiably about writing, favourite authors and what our respective writing plans were now that the course was over and I found myself reforming my opinion of most of them, especially the quiet, shy barrel of a woman that was Shelley. She was knowledgeable and candid in her opinions, but only if pressed, and had a compelling feistiness lurking beneath her timid exterior. She was someone who I could imagine was often underestimated.

I wondered what they all thought of me, what lasting impression I had provided – or if I was as forgettable as Greg.

Echoing my thoughts out loud, Shelley said to me, ‘I’ve really enjoyed tonight – and I wasn’t keen on coming in the first place as I’m not normally very good at this kind of thing. A bit shy, you know… and I don’t suffer fools gladly.’ She looked over at The Gnome pointedly, whose tendency to mansplain everything was beginning to grate on my nerves.

I smiled. ‘You and me both.’

‘You know, we should meet up again. Maybe swap numbers or something?’ Shelley pushed her glasses up her nose again, like a nervous tic. ‘I… I don’t have that many friends with common interests and none of them get the whole writing thing, so to have someone to bounce ideas off would be great.’

‘Sure,’ I replied politely. She reached into her bag for her phone and we exchanged details.

‘Right, well, I better head off. It’s been so nice chatting to you.’ Shelley reached up on her tiptoes and gave me a spontaneous hug, to which I didn’t have time to react, before scooping up her coat and making the rounds to say goodbye to the others.

I knew I should probably be getting home too, so I gathered up my bag and coat.

‘You’re not going, are you?’ Sam asked over my shoulder.

Thin Lizzie and The Gnome were deep in conversation about whether Donald Trump would last out his first term in office. Foo was watching them as if at a tennis match, her head swinging from side to side.

‘Please, stay for one more. I haven’t had a chance to talk to you properly yet,’ he added.

‘It’s getting late,’ I replied, looking at him from under my lashes, wishing I could. ‘I’m sorry, I really need to get back. But it’s been a really fun evening.’

‘I meant what I said earlier. I’d like to carry on working with you if you think it could be helpful?’

‘Really? Wow, yes, that would be fantastic.’


He shrugged. ‘Sure.’ He took out his phone and handed it to me to type in my number. I saved it in his contacts under my maiden name of Katherine Baxter, a pseudonym I had adopted for the course and for writing purposes rather than my married name of Katie Hayes.

‘Well, it was nice to meet you. Travel home safe,’ he said, reaching out his hand and laying it lightly on my arm.

‘Thanks – and you.’


I smiled to myself as I left the pub.

*

I spent the train journey home replaying the week in my head like an old-fashioned show reel. I was so pleased that I had done it. It had taken much cajoling and negotiation to convince Paul that this course wouldn’t be too disruptive for the kids – or him – and that I would still be able to juggle everything at home, along with the extra writing homework I would have and trips into London.

Paul knew that writing was a hobby of mine, but as far as he was concerned, that was all it was and spending time away from home – and some of my savings – on a course seemed frivolous to him. But who knew where this could lead?

As the train rattled through the dark suburbs, I caught myself smiling gormlessly out of the window, dreams swirling around my head like elusive dust particles.
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I tried to put Samuel out of my head for the next few days, telling myself that he was just being polite and friendly in offering to help me. Just like I had been when I said I would call Shelley again. It wasn’t likely to happen. I wasn’t one for fostering friendships, especially in these days of social media when it wasn’t easy to keep past mistakes locked out of sight. Besides, when would I find time to see her – or Samuel? I couldn’t imagine Paul being open to me spending my evenings in town instead of at home where I belonged.

Even so, I couldn’t help myself from constantly checking my phone like a teenager for missed calls and voicemails in between loads of washing, dog walks and shopping lists.

Three days after the end of the course, I received a text message:

I’ve been thinking about your book and I’d like to help. Call me, Sam.

That put the ball firmly in my court. Oh God, what now?

That evening I waited anxiously for the sound of Paul’s key in the door. I wiped down countertops that were already clean and mindlessly paired socks as the kids stared, fixated, at their iPads. Not something I would normally let them do before bedtime, especially when Paul was due home at any moment, but my distracted mind couldn’t handle any noise tonight. I’d been jittery with excitement and anxiety since receiving the message, unable to set my mind to anything other than simple chores. It made me realise just how much I wanted to keep writing. It had been a dream of mine when I was younger, but reality had pushed me onto a different career path and the dream was then put in a box on the highest shelf of my mind.

Now I had the opportunity to reopen that box. The kids were at school all day and my time was spent on mundane household tasks and trips to the gym. I had the hours to spare. But I would have to convince my husband that this stay-at-home mum had grander ambitions than domesticity.

The minutes ticked past and still no sign of Paul. I finished the sock sorting and cajoled the kids into the bath. More minutes dissolved away as the water splashed over the rim and toothpaste coated the sink.

Typical that he would be late tonight when I wanted to speak to him.

Eventually, as I was heading down the stairs after sharing bedtime stories and turning out their lights, I heard his footsteps on the gravel driveway outside.

He shuffled in on a chilly wind and slammed the door behind him before looking up at me as I descended the rest of the stairs to greet him.

‘Hey, how was your day?’ I said lightly. ‘You’re later than expected.’ I approached him to give him a light kiss and clocked the unusual smell of beer on his breath.

‘Yeah, sorry, I went to the pub for a quick one with Mike.’

‘Okay, well, dinner is ready when you are – cottage pie. I’ve only just turned out the kids’ lights if you want to pop your head in and say goodnight?’

He threw his coat over the bannister and fawned over Bo for a minute. ‘I don’t want to disturb them if they’re already in bed.’ Then he retreated to the lounge and turned on the news channel.

I warmed the cottage pie and made a green salad, but by now I had almost convinced myself that it was a stupid idea, I’d never be good enough to get published and that I should stick to my domestic responsibilities. Why rock a stable boat?

When Paul wandered into the open-plan kitchen and family room for dinner once he had caught up on the day’s news, I was sitting patiently at the table, Bo at my feet and my fingers tapping at a glass of water.

He sat down opposite me and immediately reached for the salad bowl.

‘Smells good, thank you,’ he said before piling greenery onto his plate.

I went to retrieve the cottage pie from the oven.

‘So how was your day?’ I asked over my shoulder before returning to my seat.

‘Actually, quite good. We won the Intercept account, which is why Mike and I went for a beer.’

‘That’s great news! You’ve been working on that pitch for ages.’

‘Yes, it’s a weight off.’

I watched the top of his head as he shovelled cottage pie into his mouth, a serviette tucked neatly in his lap, his tie still knotted under his collar. His hair had thinned over the years, his scalp naked and vulnerable under the greying strands.

I served up a small portion for myself, then heard the words come out of my mouth before I knew they had formed. ‘I had an interesting day too. I got a text from my course tutor.’

So much for letting it go.

‘Oh yes? Did you leave your pencil case behind or something?’ He chuckled to himself and carried on scooping food into his mouth. ‘This is very tasty. You always do these simple dishes so well.’

‘He really likes my book and wants to help me, see if we can get it published.’ I knew I was exaggerating, but I needed Paul to think there was something to it if he was to agree.

Paul kept eating and I wasn’t sure if he was actually listening, so I carried on.

‘He doesn’t make the offer to everyone.’

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’ His fork finally stilled.

‘Well…’

Before I could answer, he added, ‘And what’s it going to cost?’

I paused. I hadn’t called Sam back yet because I had wanted to talk to Paul first, but that meant I didn’t have a clue how it would work. It hadn’t crossed my mind that I would possibly need to pay him. I crossed my fingers under the table and blagged it. ‘Nothing, it won’t cost anything. He’s offered to help for free – because he says I’m talented.’

Paul looked at me closely. ‘Nothing is free in this world, Katie. And you know the kids have to come first. I’ve just secured this new account and I can’t be leaving work early to pick up the kids from school. It would have to fit in around them.’

And you, right? Don’t do anything that would mean you putting yourself out, of course.

I swallowed my annoyance with a mouthful of salad. ‘It won’t. I would arrange to meet him during the day when the kids are at school and any writing I can do around them too. If I need to do any evenings, well, you’re here most nights anyway, so you could help with getting them off to bed once in a while? They pretty much do it themselves anyway. And, if not, I can ask Helen to help. Besides, it’s not a done deal yet.’

Paul resumed eating.

‘Please, Paul. I really want to do this. This could be my one opportunity to get my book published and you know it’s something I’ve always wanted to do. I will make sure it doesn’t get in the way of our family, I promise.’

I knew by the look on his face what he was going to say.

‘I don’t need to remind you about what happened when you took on too much the last time. We don’t want to go back there again, do we?’

‘First of all, that wasn’t about taking too much on. Secondly, it was years ago and it won’t happen again. I’m a different person now. I have much better coping mechanisms in place.’ I tried to keep my voice even.

He looked sceptical, but I waited, letting him come to his own decision while also making a secret deal with the devil that if he said no, I would do it anyway, a latent, well-buried streak of rebellion flaring in my gut.

‘Okay, but if I think things are spiralling out of control, you agree to call time on the whole thing. No arguments. And don’t get your hopes up – this publishing thing might not happen. It’s just a hobby after all. It might not work out the way you want. Besides, you do such a good job as a mother that I would never be able to fill your shoes here. We need you.’ He smiled at me, but it didn’t seem to reach his eyes.

Thanks for the vote of confidence.

I exhaled slowly. ‘So, tell me a bit more about the new account.’

*

The next morning, after ignoring the usual whispers and contemptuous glares on the school run as I did every day, I returned to my blissfully peaceful house and, instead of tackling the mess that seemed to evolve and grow like bacteria as soon as my back was turned, or walking Bo, who was patiently ghosting my every step, I spent ages debating how long to wait until I called Sam. It was a fine line between appearing overeager and uninterested. I felt like I was back at school, agonising over the prerequisite number of hours before I could call the boy I liked.

And today in particular I needed some good news.

I couldn’t concentrate on anything properly, my mind focused on Sam and my chest filling with bubbles every time I thought about the idea of beginning this journey. It had been years since I’d done anything for myself and Paul was right in that the last time hadn’t ended well, to say the least. Maybe I was overreaching.

I could feel myself oscillating between self-doubt and eagerness.

By mid-morning I was painfully fidgety, so I grabbed my jacket and bag, clipped on Bo’s lead and headed up the road to the nearest coffee shop for a latte and something unhealthy and comforting.

The place was warm and heady with caffeine and gossip, and as soon as I sat down at a small table with the coffee mug cradled between my fingers, I called Sam’s number, my fingers nervous and trippy on the buttons. I hoped the call would go to voicemail and I had rehearsed a brief message in readiness, but it rang a few times, then Sam answered.

‘Hi Katherine.’ His voice was like warm caramel.

A small child, aged about three from what I could tell, was sat alongside a woman at the table next to me, her finger mining for gold in her nose. As I was about to reply, the little girl turned in her seat and fixed me with an insolent and unwavering glare. She had a picture book clutched in her unoccupied hand. Peter Pan. The sight of it jarred me, bringing to mind another place and time. An unhappy one.

‘Sam.’ Thrown off-guard by the memory, my voice sounded curt and I winced.

‘How are you?’

I took a small breath and turned away from the child to look out of the window. ‘I’m good, thanks. You?’

‘Good, thank you. I’m glad you called. I’ve been thinking some more about your book. It has a lot of promise and I’d like to mentor you and help you to refine it. Not an offer I make to anyone, I might add. What do you think? Would you be interested?’

My pulse hopped in my wrist. I could feel the child’s eyes still boring into the back of my head.

‘What do you mean by mentor exactly?’

‘Spend time with you working on it, shaping it, bringing it to its – and your – full potential. I think it could be a very commercial piece of fiction and I would be happy to volunteer my time to help you get it there. Perhaps some of my contacts may come in useful too as we get closer to talking about representation and possible publication.’

My pulse danced. ‘That’s very generous of you, thank you.’ From the corner of my eye, I could see the girl now being dragged to her feet by the tired-looking woman. I turned and pulled a funny face at the girl, who smiled and waved in return. ‘So when do we start?’

‘Ideally, we should meet as soon as possible and discuss your plot line, where you’re at with it, and take it from there. I have a meeting in London next Tuesday first thing, but perhaps we could meet after that? What time works best for you? Would the evening be okay?’

I knew straight away how much juggling that would mean in terms of the kids. ‘Could we make it around lunchtime perhaps? Evenings are difficult for me.’

‘No problem. Let’s meet for lunch at 1 p.m. and talk it over then, my treat of course. I’ll text you the address of a lovely fusion restaurant I like, near to where the course was held. Does that work?’

‘Great, looking forward to it.’

‘Me too.’

‘See you next week.’

‘Until then, Katherine.’

I cut the call, then stared out of the window, my mind whirling and my heart pounding in my ears.

He liked it. He liked it enough to give up his time to mentor me.

Bo pushed his head into my lap and I stroked his long ears tenderly. I could feel myself grinning as I watched miserable-looking mums shuffling past the window, pushchairs and toddlers grasped firmly in their hands. All I felt was a warm glow rising from my toes to my throat as I allowed myself to think about what this might mean for the future. For my future.

*

I put the key in the front door and pushed it open. Stooping to pick up the pile of mostly junk mail on the carpet, I tossed my keys onto the small table in the hall and kicked the door shut.

I unclipped Bo’s lead and smiled as he wriggled and wagged at me, his tail threatening to sweep him off his feet in pure gratitude for our little excursion before he wandered off. I stood for a moment, letting the sounds of silence wash over me. Weak sunlight filtered through the lounge door to my left and snaked across the pale beige carpet. I kicked my shoes into the pile abandoned behind the door and headed into the kitchen at the end of the hallway.

The dining table was covered in Beano magazines, coloured pencils and scraps of paper, the kids leaving a trail of gleeful destruction wherever they went. Over the backs of the chairs were a number of ties flung from around Paul’s neck at the end of each day. Tea towels and empty glasses littered the countertops. But all my eyes could see was my old laptop tucked into the corner of the sideboard, waiting patiently for me to open the lid and carry on writing. My head buzzed with ideas for where to take the narrative next, how to improve it and make it sing, but the house demanded that I tidy and clean before the family returned and made their mark again – and before Paul tutted and asked pointedly what I had been doing all day or if I’d had one of those days again.

I headed over to the fridge and poured myself a tall glass of orange juice, then stood staring out of the patio doors, drink in hand.

‘Here’s to me,’ I said out loud to the drab sky, before taking a big gulp. Rain clouds were building, casting a grey sheath over the footballs and Nerf guns lying abandoned on the lawn outside.

Putting the glass down on the table, I headed into the lounge, grabbing the phone from its cradle as I went. I slumped back against the couch cushions and closed my eyes. The faint sirens and muffled street noises filtering through the windows were familiar and comforting, but I felt restless, buzzing as my mind still whirled with possibility. I knew I was getting ahead of myself, but it felt so good to be excited, to be hopeful about something. I had to tell someone.

Helen’s number went straight to voicemail, but I didn’t leave a message. She was probably at the gym or the hairdresser.

I chewed on a piece of skin sticking up from my cuticle, then sat up straight and pressed another familiar sequence of numbers into the handset. It rang for quite a while, which was to be expected. I could picture my mother heaving her bulk out of the well-worn chair and shuffling towards the phone in her slippers.

Her husky voice finally answered. ‘Hello?’

‘Mam, it’s me.’

‘Oh.’

I was used to the lack of enthusiasm.

‘How are you?’

‘Been better.’

‘How’s your hip?’

‘I’m managing.’

‘I’ve got some news that might cheer you up?’

‘I doubt that.’

‘Er, I… um…’

‘Stop stammering. You sound like a fool.’

I swallowed. This had been a mistake. Talking to Linda Baxter always was, sadly. ‘I’ve started writing again.’

‘What the hell for? I thought you’d given all that up years ago.’

‘Well, I had some time and an idea, so I started writing something. Actually, I went on this writing course and the tutor thinks it’s good. Really good. He’s offered to mentor me to see if I can get it published. He’s a famous author himself, so I think he knows what he’s talking about. This could be huge, Mam.’

‘Waste of bloody time. What does Paul think of it all? Surely you’d be better getting yourself a proper part-time job, Kathy?’

My teeth set on edge. I hated it when she called me that.

She continued. ‘That’s you all over, isn’t it? Always had your head in the clouds. Who’s this writer then? Have I heard of him?’

‘It’s Samuel Morton.’

‘That crime writer?’ She sounded vaguely impressed. ‘So what’s your story about? Oh god, you haven’t gone and written something flowery, have you? I divvent think I could bear any of that literary nonsense.’ My mother’s northern accent grew stronger the more riled she got. The sigh coming down the phone was heavy with impatience.

‘No, I haven’t. It’s a thriller about an affair.’

‘Eeh, I could tell you a thing or two about that.’ She tutted audibly. ‘Mentoring, eh? Doesn’t sound like this Morton fella is gonna dae very much if you ask me. Talk to me when you have a publishing deal, Kathy, or sold the TV rights to that Reese Wetherspoons woman. Now I’m missing the start of my programme.’

I could hear heavy breathing in the background.

‘How’s Bert?’

‘Same as ever. Does nothing but fart. Come and visit him if you really want to know, if you can be bothered.’


‘I will, soon. It’s just that Paul is busy at work at the moment.’ The excuse fell like a dead weight into the silence on the other end of the line. ‘Go on then. Go back to your programme and give Bert a kiss from me. I’ll speak to you soon. Love you.’

But the line was already dead, leaving a pall of disappointment hanging low in the air. Surely she knew what day it was, but she hadn’t said anything. In my head, I knew that in calling her today of all days to tell her my news, I had subconsciously been giving her an opportunity to say something, anything, about that one decision I had made all those years ago that had started everything – my move to London, meeting Paul, Imogen…

My brain refused to take another step. One of the reasons I had started writing again was so that it wouldn’t have to, because in creating another, albeit fictional, world, I was pulling myself out of the one I had created in reality, even if just for a little while.

*

3 October 1990

Aged 10 and a bit

Brilliant day. Got my English homework back. The creative writing one about describing a moment in time. I wrote about eating a chocolate eclair, just ’cos I like them. Anyway, I got 19/20 from Mrs Wallace, who normally doesn’t even like me, and when I told Mam, she read it and loved it! Says I’m a really good writer and that all that reading I do is paying off. She’s told me that before and is always sticking my stuff on the fridge and showing it to Norma next door (who’s probably sick of hearing about it). Maybe I could be a real writer one day – of actual books and stuff. Mam was really proud of me and that made me proud too. She says she’ll show Dad when he gets home, but it’s my bedtime now and he’s not home again. He hasn’t been around much lately, and when he is, there’s always a lot of arguing downstairs. They think I can’t hear them, but I can. Mam keeps mentioning someone called Brenda. I think she works with Dad. I’m not sure what it’s all about, but Mam doesn’t smile as much as she used to, that’s for sure. She’s always angry at something. Anyway, being a writer would be a pretty cool job, wouldn’t it? Imagine, you’d get to write your own stories all day, maybe in your pyjamas! Eating eclairs!! Brill! Oh, I can hear Mam coming up the stairs. I better get to sleep.
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I rushed out of Covent Garden tube station, aware that I was running ten minutes late after my train into Waterloo was delayed. Where I lived in Hampton Hill wasn’t far out of central London, but on days like today, with signal failures and leaves on the track, it would’ve been quicker to drive if I’d had the guts to tackle London traffic and the wherewithal to find parking.

I’d agonised over what to wear ever since I had received Sam’s text giving me directions to a fusion restaurant called Coriander near to Covent Garden. Not my usual neck of the woods, this far out of suburbia, but sometimes you had to step outside your comfort zone in order to make a change, right?

The idea that I was finally on the verge of something potentially life-changing still made me buzz, but I kept telling myself to play it cool, don’t appear too eager, keep my hopes in check.

In preparation, and so that there’d be no nasty surprises, I’d looked up the menu of the restaurant online that morning and checked out the prices – even though Sam had said it would be his treat. I only had my monthly housekeeping allowance and I didn’t want to have to ask Paul for extra. He needed to believe that this wouldn’t impact him in any way if I was going to be able to carry on with it. Not that we couldn’t afford it; he just liked us to live as frugally as possible and save for retirement. He’d always been sensible that way, just like his father before him, which had meant that his parents were minted before they died. A pity that they had never got to spend their hard-saved money before the end.

The idea of fusion food was alien to me, apparently lots of strange dishes with difficult to pronounce ingredients and not a pasta pesto or chicken nugget in sight. The most exotic thing I had in my daily diet was halloumi, but I could chalk all of this up to adding to my world knowledge. It would all be useful in a plot one day.

As I walked at pace, I could feel the light floral material of the dress I had chosen sticking to my legs with static. Maybe it was the wrong choice after all. It dated back to my teaching days, light enough that I could move freely in the nursery but long enough that it wasn’t showing too much leg, and the floral pattern had seemed a perfect match for today, teamed with my old and bruised leather jacket that Paul hated. But now I worried that the dress was making me look dowdy and mumsy rather than edgy and cool.

Well, at least I didn’t have to worry about a muffin top or bulging belly. All those dog walks with Bo and trips to the gym had kept all of that in check and I was careful to not let things slip as I got older. Besides, Paul would tell me if I did. On cue, my stomach grumbled, not helped by the greasy aromas of the fast-food shop I was passing.

A light drizzle was coating everything in a film of grimy damp. I had found an umbrella in the depths of my bag, but one of the spokes had snapped, making it tilt at an unnatural angle so that I could feel the drizzle spitting at my face.

‘Shit,’ I muttered.

Trotting as best I could in the black strappy heels I had chosen, I dashed across the street towards the restaurant, skipping over puddles as I went. I paused in the doorway to catch my breath, calm my flaming cheeks and slow my nervous pulse.

I caught a glimpse of Sam through the glass door. He was staring at his phone, looking relaxed and in control while sipping on a crystal tumbler of what looked like whisky. In contrast, my face reflected back at me in the door looked wide-eyed and manic. I took another deep breath to steady myself and pushed through the door, attempting to exude, on the outside at least, a similar calm to him, even if my heart was hammering out a reggae beat on the inside.

Cool and calm… cool and calm…

A waiter approached with intent, but I smiled politely and indicated where Sam was sitting before weaving through the tables towards him. He had not looked up from his phone as yet. I could see his scalp through his salt-and-pepper hair, perhaps not as lustrous as I had originally thought, but he certainly hid it better than Paul did. It was a little imperfection and I found it endearing, making him seem less intimidating.

‘Sam, how lovely to see you again.’

He raised his gaze to me and immediately broke into a smile of his own, lines wrinkling around his eyes as he got to his feet.

‘Katherine, you look lovely.’ There was that butterscotch voice.

Get a bloody grip, Katherine. He’s just a man – and you’re both married.

He came around the table to give me a brief, airy kiss on the cheek, before indicating the seat opposite him with an outstretched hand.

I placed my handbag under my chair and shrugged out of my damp coat. The hovering waiter whisked it away instantly.

‘So,’ Sam said as I sat down. ‘Something to drink?’

‘White wine would be lovely, thank you.’ How uncharacteristically brazen of me.

I crossed my legs under the table and managed to crack my knee on the leg, bringing sudden tears to the corners of my eyes. I blinked them away as he consulted the wine menu, then summoned the waiter and ordered a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc.

‘This rain – it’s miserable, isn’t it?’ I said.

Oh God, have I really opened with that?

‘Quite.’ He sat back in his chair and looked at me in amusement. He had a way of sweeping his eyes over my face that made me feel like he was studying me, as though trying to see into my deepest corners and then filing away his discoveries. I felt unsettled and twitchy, like a specimen under a microscope, but thrilled at being worthy of such interest all the same.

I looked away, taking in the people around me and the restaurant itself for the first time. ‘This looks nice.’

There was an informal air about the place, but classy, with immaculate white tablecloths and well-spaced tables. It looked to be full to capacity already and there was a resonant hum of conversation filling the air, muted at a polite volume.

Sam looked around too. ‘It’s a favourite of mine, I have to say. There is always something different on the menu. So, tell me where you’re at with your novel.’

His directness unnerved me even more. I had expected a bit more chit-chat before getting down to business. But that was okay. I knew where I stood with talking shop. It was small talk that I struggled with, since my only go-to topics tended to be effective lice treatments and ways to hide vegetables in pasta sauces – and I didn’t think he’d appreciate that kind of chat.

‘Um, well… I’m about two thirds of the way into the first draft now. I have the overall idea – two people from different backgrounds meet in unlikely circumstances and begin an affair that is doomed to failure – but it’s constantly evolving and I’m not entirely sure where it will end, but the bones of it are there, I guess.’

‘Okay, that’s a good place to start.’ He sat forward again and I was conscious of his hands resting millimetres from mine. ‘There are—’

The waiter appeared at his elbow, placed a basket of bread rolls next to us and began to open a bottle of wine. He poured a miniscule measure into a glass and offered it to Sam to taste. Sam raised the wineglass to his nose, swirled the pale gold liquid, took a sip, considered it, oozing class and poise, then indicated his approval. I felt a giggle building in my throat, along with an urge to tell him to just pour it so that I could neck the first one to numb my butterflies into submission. I coughed my amusement into my hand.

The smell of the freshly baked rolls was teasing and I started salivating to the background tune of my grumbling stomach.

As the waiter shuffled away, Sam continued. ‘There are two kinds of writers, in my experience: those that plan every plot detail, character trait and figurative image; and those that let the idea reveal itself through the creative process. In my opinion, the former have the easier task – sticking to a plan means you have a map to follow and an end in sight. The latter have to rely on their creative energy and trust that it will see them through to the end. However, I think a novel stemming purely from the gut and the heart can be a better, more raw and honest read.’

‘So I shouldn’t beat myself up that I don’t have a clue what’s going to happen at the end?’

I couldn’t resist any longer and reached out for a bread roll. Steam escaped as I broke it in half and slathered butter liberally on each side.

‘Not at all! That’s how I wrote Muses and Starlings.’ He drained his remaining whisky, all the while watching me gobbling the bread over the rim of his glass. There was that look again, like he was wondering what I tasted like. ‘What is your motivation for it? Where did the idea stem from? Those are more important questions.’

I forced myself to slow down on the bread, nerves making me greedy. ‘Well, I guess it’s loosely based on the circumstances in which I met my husband. Not that we had an affair or anything…’

I grabbed at my wineglass a little too forcefully. Some of the wine dribbled over the rim.

The waiter appeared again, subtle as ever, notepad in hand. ‘Excuse me, Mr Morton, ma’am.’ He nodded at each of us in turn. I raised my eyebrows. Clearly Sam came here often if he was known by name. ‘The specials today are wild mushroom ravioli to start, with a butternut, pine nut and lemongrass butter, and for mains a fillet of seabass in ginger and soy, served with an artichoke purée and sautéed Asian greens.’

‘Excellent!’ Sam exclaimed with delight. He looked at me expectantly. ‘I’m rather hungry, I have to say. A starter and a main for me today. Katherine, can I interest you in a starter? And I highly recommend the seabass. I’ve had it before and it is delightful.’

Taking a sip of wine, I took a moment to consider the menu in front of me. It wasn’t quite the same as the one on the website and the dish I had prepped myself to order wasn’t listed. A panic of social ineptitude tripped over me and I felt my throat constrict. I scanned the starters quickly, feeling pressured, and my eyes fell on a beetroot and goat’s cheese salad. Nothing unusual or offensive there. ‘The beetroot to start please, followed by your special, the seabass. Thank you.’ I set the menu aside.

‘Good choice.’ Sam’s eyes lingered on me as he spoke. ‘I’ll have the squid to start and the seabass too.’ He handed his menu to the waiter dismissively.

‘Thank you, Mr Morton, ma’am.’

‘Let me be honest, Katherine,’ Sam said. ‘The introduction to your novel is… how can I say this? Thin and obtuse, perhaps. But the idea has merit. It needs a lot of work to make it commercially successful – and we both know that is the endgame here. You need me to help you shape it, grow it, let it fulfil its potential.’

His tone reminded me of my mother telling me I hadn’t fulfilled my potential and I felt rankled.

‘You’re right, I guess – although I’d hoped the beginning is a little better than you suggest. Either way, yes, I need your help to finish it and take it to the next level. What are you proposing?’ I sipped at my wine some more.

He was quiet for a moment, let his eyes run over my face some more. What was with the intense stares?

I tried to match him, noting how he had a crooked smile, as though one side of his mouth was reluctant to show as much mirth as the other side, lending him an air of coquettish duplicity.

‘Well, I suggest we meet once or twice a week, depending on our respective schedules, and I’ll set you writing challenges, targets, that kind of thing, like homework, to stretch your writing muscles. Having a deadline for your word count will also help you to focus, because we need to get the book written before we can do anything else. How does that sound?’

I studied my glass, twirling the stem between my fingers and acknowledging the bubbles of excitement in my throat.

Cool and calm… cool and calm… You are not a silly schoolgirl. You are a serious writer.

Without looking up, I said, ‘Forgive me for asking, but what do you get out of this arrangement? It seems a lot of work for you.’

He shrugged. ‘Satisfaction. Knowing I can help you achieve the success that I have had is reward enough for me – and it will help my reputation when my name is associated with yet another bestseller.’ He smiled. ‘I enjoy teaching, sometimes more than the writing itself, if I care to admit it. It may also help me progress – I’m starting a new writing project myself and I could do with bouncing ideas off you too, if you’re up for that? Besides, there’s something about you that reminds me of what I was like when I started all those years ago.’ He chuckled. ‘Now I’m old enough to be your father.’

I didn’t reply straight away as the waiter was back, starters in hand. He placed a long, thin white plate in front of me, artfully arranged with rainbow-coloured beetroot, white balls of goat’s cheese and spindly pea shoots. It looked beautiful, minimalist, but all I could hear was my mother’s Geordie voice saying, ‘I bet you drop that beetroot on the tablecloth; mind you don’t or it’ll stain.’

I looked up from my plate. Sam was waiting for me to respond.

‘Yes, I’m interested and willing to help you in any way I can, of course. In fact, it would be an honour. And I’m prepared to put in the hard work needed. However, I do have commitments… at home, I mean. I have two children, so it would have to fit in with their schedules as much as possible. Would that be okay?’

‘Of course. Whatever works for you. It can be as relaxed an arrangement as you see fit. You need to be completely engaged when we’re working, not worrying about where else you should be instead.’ He smiled, then added, ‘Let’s eat.’

I pierced a piece of beetroot and carefully brought it to my lips, then chewed slowly, trying to look classy yet contemplative, and hoping I didn’t just look like a cow chewing cud. It was delicious and I savoured the mix of sweet and salty flavours. Forcing myself not to gobble it, I put my fork down between mouthfuls and looked over at Sam, who was casually dipping crispy squid into what looked like a spicy mayonnaise.

‘There is one other thing,’ he said around a mouthful of squid.

Okay, here it is. He wants money… or something else.

‘Whatever we discuss, I would hope that it would stay between us. My agent would expect me to ask you to sign a non-disclosure agreement, especially since you may be privy to certain details of my new project that cannot find their way into the public domain prematurely. However, I find all that confidentiality nonsense distasteful at best and would prefer to ask you for your word that you will remain discreet. I’m sure you understand. Confidentiality is a writer’s creative security blanket.’

I didn’t see any harm in discretion – goodness knows, I kept my own writing and history private as it was. Besides, denying him would be a deal-breaker. And who did I have to tell anyway? No one I knew would understand.

‘I think that’s reasonable. You have my word,’ I replied.

‘Good,’ he replied. ‘I think this arrangement will work out beautifully. And, if nothing else, we will have forged a friendship from it.’ He raised his wineglass. ‘Here’s to a fruitful relationship for both of us.’

I raised my own glass, which was almost devoid of wine now, and tapped it lightly against his.

Lowering the glass after taking a sip, he said, ‘So how old are your children?’

‘Jack is eight and Lily is ten.’

‘Do you work as well?’

‘No, I haven’t worked since before they were born. My husband is an accountant in the city and I look after the kids and the house. It means that I have time now to write though, so I can’t complain.’ I paused as he refilled my wineglass. Two glasses in the mid-afternoon. I was being quite the lush today. I was itching to ask about the wife Shelley had mentioned and the wine emboldened me. ‘You mention your agent. I believe that’s your wife, isn’t it? What are her thoughts on me taking up so much of your writing time in the near future?’

It was his turn to lower his fork. He narrowed his eyes and I could’ve sworn a shroud passed over his gaze. But it was gone just as quickly. ‘She understands that mentoring is very important to me. And if it helps my creative juices to flow, then she can only be supportive.’

‘I’d like to meet her sometime. She sounds a formidable woman from what I’ve read.’ I blushed, realising I had just openly admitted to a bit of online stalking. I had indeed done a bit of background reading on Sam and his wife since Shelley’s comments, but there was very little in the public domain. They were very private people and I appreciated that.

‘That she is. She is the business head between us. I’m the dreamer.’

‘Sounds like Paul and I.’

Sam resumed eating, not offering anything else on the topic. I finished my own starter and resisted the urge to lick the plate. I placed my cutlery together like a well-mannered child.

‘Can I ask what your writing project is about?’ I said to fill the void that was threatening to become awkward.

He pushed his plate away decisively. ‘It’s early days. You know how it is – you don’t want to reveal too much and I’m very much in favour of the story exposing itself bit by bit rather than the other way around.’

I could feel myself hanging on every word, fascinated by the way his lips tasted the syllables, desperate to hear how the real writers did it, but the waiter approached then and cleared our plates.

My attention was diverted by two women sitting at a table over Sam’s shoulder. They appeared to be watching us and whispering animatedly, tittering behind their hands, their eyes repeatedly darting towards our table. I could feel myself getting wound up. Was it me they had recognised? Surely not. They had espresso martinis in front of them and the remains of their main course. One of the pair then began to shove her friend enthusiastically, urging her into something. The friend took a healthy slug of her martini before standing up and purposefully striding over to us.

I braced myself as she hovered over Sam’s shoulder. He hadn’t noticed her, but then she wasn’t the kind of woman who would stand out in a crowd.

She coughed discreetly.

‘Um, I hope you don’t mind me interrupting your lunch,’ the woman said in a quiet but giddy voice, her eyes now firmly on Sam. Her friend had remained in her seat but was watching with interest.

Sam plastered a smile on his face and swivelled to face her. ‘Hello.’

‘I… er… are you by any chance Samuel Morton?’

He rose to his feet, the chair scraping on the terracotta tiled floor. ‘I am. And you are?’ He held out his hand to her, ever the gentleman.

I could almost feel the heat from the woman’s excited cheeks.

She giggled. ‘I’m Lorraine. Lorraine Munroe. I am such a huge fan. I just adored Muses and Starlings – the way you write is just so gripping.’ She clutched a hand to her chest.

I shuffled in my chair, trying not to roll my eyes as Lorraine gushed and fawned over Sam. He lapped up every word, with the grin still in place on his lopsided lips.

‘You are too kind. That is just what we writers like to hear. It’s not very often we get recognised. Ours is an anonymous celebrity status.’

‘Terribly sorry, but would you allow my friend to take a photo of us and perhaps you could sign something for me?’

‘Of course, it would be my pleasure.’

The friend took her cue and rushed over, smartphone at the ready. Sam and Lorraine posed in front of me and I ducked down out of the line of the camera. Lorraine then grabbed from her friend’s proffered hand what looked to be tickets for something and a Sharpie she had magicked from somewhere.

‘Please sign it to Lorraine, your biggest fan.’

‘Just like in Misery,’ I said brightly across the table. All eyes swung across to me. ‘You know, that Stephen King novel… Kathy Bates… I’m your biggest fan?’ I mumbled, then grabbed my glass and concentrated on draining the remaining wine.


Sam scribbled a message and signed it with a flourish.

‘There you go, Lorraine. I hope you enjoy the rest of your afternoon. Is this what you are off to see?’ He indicated the Hamilton tickets. ‘I saw it myself last week. It’s a work of genius.’

‘Yes, yes, we’ve heard so much about it! It’s a cheeky birthday treat.’ Her hand flittered across her ample bosom and she looked fit to burst.

‘Well, enjoy yourselves and it was lovely to meet you, Lorraine – and happy birthday,’ Sam said, signalling the end of their conversation by returning to his seat.

Lorraine wasn’t quite finished yet though. ‘Is this your wife? I must apologise again for interrupting.’

‘No, no, not my wife. A student of mine actually.’

‘Oh, you are so lucky!’ she said to me. ‘Spending time with such a master of his craft!’

I smiled thinly and could feel the wine bubbling in my still relatively empty stomach. The waiter was hovering nearby loaded with plates.

We all considered each other for an awkward moment, with Lorraine clearly hoping to be asked to join us. It took the waiter coughing discreetly over her shoulder for her to back away reluctantly.

‘Well, thank you so much for being so gracious and allowing us to interrupt. It was lovely to meet you.’

‘And you, Lorraine. And you.’ Sam turned back to face me as the waiter set the plates down.

Sam didn’t seem irked in the slightest at the interruption, but I wasn’t sure how to feel about the whole episode. Part of me was strangely envious – I wanted to have people tell me that my writing had inspired or moved them; another part of me knew that much of it was blowing smoke up Sam’s arse and chasing fame so that they had something interesting to post on their Facebook feed the next day. I could imagine Lorraine excitedly tagging herself in the post with numerous emojis involving smiley faces with heart-struck eyes.

There was also relief that it hadn’t been me that was recognised. I’d already had my fair share of people talking behind their hands, judging me from afar. I still encountered it on the school run most days, was almost anaesthetised to it after all these years. But how had Sam described a writer’s fame? Anonymous celebrity? They know you, but can’t see you. Perfect.

Yet another part of me was buzzing with expectation at seeing how much admiration he demanded and how in control he seemed. My chest hummed as I witnessed the power he had projected over the quivering mess that was Lorraine. I had had a similar feeling during the course as he commanded the room, exuded confidence in every word and preached his writing gospel according to Samuel Morton.

Lorraine had returned to her seat with a last lingering glance over her shoulder and I knew the two ladies would be keeping tabs on us for the rest of our meal.

‘That was interesting,’ I said.

‘That? Well, the thing with being a writer is that many people don’t know what you look like, but they do know your name. So when someone does recognise you, I think it is common courtesy to acknowledge them, make them feel special, show them some love and they will go on to tell their friends how lovely you are and how they should be buying your next book.’

‘So it’s a callous form of self-promotion then?’

‘There’s nothing callous about it. I’m merely being polite and if I can secure my reputation by doing so, then no harm done.’

‘True. It seems bizarre though – the idea that someone thinks they know you so well without ever having met you. I would never dream of interrupting someone’s dinner like that, no matter who they were.’ The wine was making me unusually bold and I made a mental note to rein it in before I repelled him completely. I had the good grace to blush a little. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound harsh. And that is the social media world we live in now, isn’t it? Every detail of our lives photographed and documented.’ I thought about all the judgements that had been passed on me by strangers over the years, how quick people were to think they knew someone better than they knew themselves, just because a newspaper or social media site had informed them accordingly.

He smiled, then picked up his fork. ‘Not at all. This smells amazing, doesn’t it? Shall we get more wine? One more bottle won’t hurt. Please, start.’ He indicated the empty wine bottle to the waiter, then tucked into his food with gusto.

I looked at the shapes and textures on the plate in front of me and felt less enthusiastic now. I actually wasn’t much of a fish fan and wondered why the hell I had chosen it. Just because he had recommended it? The pressure of the moment?

Oh God, it came on the bone. The milky fish eye peering up at me swallowed my appetite whole. I prodded at the flesh and speared a small piece. It tasted as I expected – salty and like it had been swimming half an hour ago. As subtly as possible, I extracted a bone from my mouth, laid it on the side of the plate and moved onto the accompaniments instead.

Sam was chatting in between bites about writing and how his first success had driven the rest of his career, apparently unfazed by the fish corpse on my plate.

‘I could’ve stopped after Muses and Starlings. It was successful enough that I didn’t need to write another book and many other writers would’ve stopped there. But not me.’

‘But weren’t you contracted for another book?’ I said as the waiter appeared with the fresh bottle of wine.

‘Well, yes, but what I’m saying is that it’s the process that fills me with passion, not the royalty cheques.’

‘Surely you’re only saying that because you’ve never been truly destitute. Did you have to struggle to get it published at all? You know, do the whole I’m getting by on bread and water while I write thing? I think I read that your wife’s family had connections and that’s how you got your break? Her father was the historian Gilbert Matthews, wasn’t he? In such circumstances, surely it’s easy to say the royalties aren’t important.’ There was that wine-induced false bravado again. You could take the gobby Geordie out of Newcastle, but…

He eyed me closely with the ghost of a smile playing on his thin lips. He put down his fork and leaned back in his chair.

‘There’s not much gets past you, is there? Most women in your position would be happily telling me what I want to hear, taking my word as gospel, but not you. I like that. I think we will make a great team.’ He picked up his fork again and continued with his lunch without answering my question. ‘How is your seabass?’

‘Lovely, thank you.’ I resumed pushing the fish and its bones around my plate, feeling a bit like Jack when I force him to eat his Brussels sprouts.

*

The rest of the meal passed with Sam dropping literary names into the conversation and me being a bit more careful in what I was saying. I didn’t need to blow this opportunity by being a wise-ass. I felt like I was a different person in front of him.

The waiter removed our plates and replaced them with menus for dessert. I felt cavernous after having played with my main meal rather than eaten it, but Sam opted out of dessert and instead ordered a coffee. I declined the dessert too, rather than come across as greedy, and settled for a camomile tea instead. I didn’t need caffeine to add to the alcohol already twisting through me.

As I sipped on the tea, I checked my watch.

Sam noticed. ‘You need to be getting back?’

‘Yes, school pick-up and I may be cutting it fine to catch my train. There were delays earlier.’

‘Whereabouts in London are you? I’ll arrange a cab for you,’ he offered.

‘That’s very kind, but I’m all the way out in suburbia. Hampton Hill in the south-west.’

‘At least let me get you a cab to Waterloo. That should take some pressure off. I insist.’ He called over the waiter and discreetly settled the bill.

‘Thank you so much for this, Sam. And I apologise if I was rather… forthright in my opinions earlier. I have very little knowledge of the machinations of the publishing world, so I’ll be picking your brains going forward, if that’s okay?’

‘Of course, all part of the mentoring service.’ He got to his feet and came around to pull out my chair for me.

I gathered my handbag and followed him as he led the way, weaving through the tables to the door, saying hello as he went to various acquaintances. The waiter appeared and helped me into my coat, before bidding us farewell – or rather Sam.

As we reached the street, Sam took hold of my hand in both of his. The sudden physicality of the move startled me.

‘I’m so glad we did this and I can’t wait to get started. But the first thing I want to do is get your face seen. It’s not just about the words on the page; it’s also about creating a persona and a buzz about you. I’m attending a party thrown by my publisher next Friday and I’d like you to come. Let me introduce you around and you can see what the other side is like. I’ll text you the time and place. Please say you’ll come.’ His eyes pleaded.

‘Sure, I would love to,’ I said without thinking.

‘Excellent. Ah, here’s a cab now.’ He dropped my hand and stepped into the street to signal for the cab to stop. Leaning into the passenger window, he spoke a few words to the driver and I saw him hand over some money before holding open the door for me. ‘This has been a pleasure and I look forward to seeing you again soon.’ He kissed me lightly on the cheek.

I settled into the back of the cab, my head spinning. As it pulled away from the kerb, I turned in my seat and looked back. Sam was watching the cab as it drove away, an unreadable expression on his face.

*


9 January 1992

Dad hasn’t come back yet. Not since the argument with Mam on Boxing Day. She won’t talk about it. All she keeps saying is that it’s just me and her now. I’m the only one that matters apparently. I asked her if they’re getting a divorce, but she got all tight-lipped and just turned the sound up on the telly. Some new year this is turning out to be. One good thing from this Christmas is that I’m putting my new typewriter to good use already. I’ve written a couple of quite good short stories – well, I think they’re quite good, but I haven’t asked Mam to read them yet because she’s been in such a mood since Dad left. She would tell me if they’re rubbish. She always does.

I wish I could show Dad though. He’s always so proud of what I write, even if we both know it’s not that good. I’m keeping all of my stories in a folder for when he gets back. Because he will. He wouldn’t just take off without saying anything to me, without saying goodbye. I hope he’s okay.

Maybe my next story should be about a twelve-year-old girl whose dad goes missing. I can write from experience. Except mine’s not missing, just gone.
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Viola Matthews looked down the long table at her husband. Global bestselling author Samuel Morton, darling of the literary world, sitting in his dressing gown and socks looking like the middle-aged man that he was.

She put aside the puff piece she was reading about his recent National Book Award and the vague teaser copy about his upcoming release, swallowing the acidic bile that had raced into her throat. The copy was vague because they had nothing to work on yet. He’d missed deadlines before, but this time he was emitting a fine haze of unease and she wasn’t sure whether she should be worried or not that the manuscript had not come her way yet. But he was adamant he wanted to do it his way this time and Viola was more than happy to give him the rope to hang himself with, because eventually he’d come crawling back. He knew that without her help he was walking a career plank.

‘So where were you yesterday after your meeting?’ she said, casual as you like.

‘Just lunch with one of the students from the course.’ He was tapping out a text message on his phone.

‘Oh? Where did you eat?’

‘Coriander as usual. The seabass is delicious there.’ His voice was disengaged. He dropped his phone to the table and resumed reading the newspaper.

Viola fiddled with the string of pearls at her throat, her French manicured nails tapping on the luminescent spheres in irritation. ‘So a good meal then?’

‘There was a vile woman and her friend at the next table who recognised me. They were off to the theatre from the looks of it and had indulged in a few too many espresso martinis by the time they saw me. I went through the necessaries, but it was an annoyance, to say the least. Quite an intrusion.’ His eyes flicked up at her above the newspaper. ‘I know what you’re going to say: they buy the books; they pay the bills. I know, but I don’t have to like them pestering me in public, vulgar as they can be sometimes.’ He gave her a pompous glare, then returned to his broadsheet with a flap of the pages.

Viola stirred her tea and contemplated the man in front of her. After all these years, he was still opinionated with an overinflated ego, but back when she had first met him, it had been paired with a passion for the written word that had made him irresistible. Now that passion was misdirected and transparent. The arrogance was still there, but tempered with the intolerance that comes with age.

She nibbled on a slice of melon while his plate of salmon and scrambled eggs with a side of bacon and wholewheat toast, slathered in butter, congealed in front of him. She wished she could eat like him too. ‘Well, at least the food is always good there.’

No response except for a grunt, which may have been him acknowledging her or merely clearing his throat.

His phone vibrated. He glanced at it and she noted the small smile that illuminated his face ever so slightly.

‘So, who is the student?’

‘She stood out during the course – not for her writing as such, which was rather contrived, but there was something about her that I liked, her drive maybe – or her lack of self-belief. Anyway, I think she would find my help the most valuable of all of them, so I’ve agreed to mentor her.’

Viola tilted her head. ‘Is that wise right now?’

Sam looked at her narrowly. ‘Why not?’

‘Well, considering the amount of work still to be done on your manuscript.’ She pushed her plate away and leaned on the table. ‘Andrew called again yesterday. He says you haven’t phoned him back.’ She felt something brush against her legs and reached down to scratch Milo, her greyhound, behind the ear as he nuzzled his face into her legs for attention.

‘Andrew is being pushy. It smacks of desperation. I’ve told him I’ll speak to him when the idea is fully formed and not before. It should be no different this time than any other.’

‘But it is different.’

He remained silent, grumpiness clouding his features.

‘Let me remind you, Samuel, that you’ve been saying that for months and you’ve now missed the last two deadlines. He’s worried. There was mention of renegotiating your contract. I’m not sure if now is the time for you to mentor too.’

‘Let’s just see how this plays out, shall we? Now can we please get Milo away from the table. You know I don’t like it.’ Sam’s eyes swept over her before he raised his newspaper again.

Viola pursed her lips, then pushed up from the table, her kitten-heeled shoes tapping the tiles and punctuating the silence.
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I wasn’t sure when I would hear from him again and part of me expected not to, thinking he would’ve decided that I wasn’t worth the bother after all. I had a text ready in my head to send him thanking him for lunch though. Now that I’d decided I wanted to pursue this, I needed to make it work, not least because I wanted Paul to see that I could do it.

I needn’t have worried. The next morning, I received a text from Sam:

Thank you for such an enjoyable meeting. Looking forward to working with you. Sam

My reply was equally as brief and I hoped set the right tone. Thanking your friend for a chat over coffee was one thing; thanking an award-winning novelist for lunch was another.

Thank you for lunch and a lovely chat. Katherine

There was nothing in his text about the party he had mentioned, but there was time. I wasn’t sure how to broach that subject with Paul just yet anyway.

So I went about my business, mediating in childish spats, washing muddy paws and shuffling mess from room to room. But Sam played at the back of my mind the whole time, darting in and out of my thoughts and tickling my dreams like an illicit lover. It wasn’t the idea of him as such; rather, it was what he represented. I hadn’t realised I was dissatisfied with my daily life until I had glimpsed an opportunity to change it and now it was all I could think about.

From the outside looking in, I had nothing to complain about. I had two beautiful, funny and smart kids, a reliable husband who cared for me and made sure I had everything I could possibly need so that all I had to do was manage my large, detached house and take care of our family; we were all healthy and active; we lived an average, middle-class life with a two-week summer holiday in a European destination and a mid-winter ski trip. I ate kale and avocado, made smoothies and avoided processed foods, wore my hair at the appropriate length and drank in moderation.

So why did I feel so empty? Like I was full of air and no substance?


Most days I felt like an automaton, going from one mundane task to the next, listening to the same conversations, tutting at the same misdemeanours. I needed to put Katie Hayes aside and get a bit of the old, feisty Katherine Baxter back. That woman who made a mistake years ago and was still trying to redeem herself. That’s what Sam represented.

The idea of attending a party with Sam made me feel sick to my stomach and giddily happy in equal measures. If the invite did come through, what would I talk about? What would I wear?

To distract myself, I opened my ageing laptop a thousand times, but couldn’t get the words to fall onto the page in the right order. Everything sounded romantically crass. Then the inevitable panic would set in. What if I didn’t have it in me to write this story after all? What if I was wasting Sam’s time and he found out that I was in fact a fraud with no discernible talent?

But then I would remind myself that I had a choice: give up and carry on being that person who never had the guts to step out of their comfort zone and take a risk; or I could not let fear and doubt hold me back any longer, get cracking and make it happen, prove to my mother – and Paul – that I was worth more than just a glorified housekeeper, that I was actually talented and could do something for myself. It would work for an hour or so, then I’d be back to staring at the flashing cursor and wondering what the hell to write next. All of it was exhausting.

Come the weekend, while Paul clad himself head to toe in Lycra and embarked on lengthy cycle rides and rounds of golf, I stamped my cold feet on a wet football pitch, then stamped my feet some more on a frigid hockey pitch, supporting, cajoling and praising Lily and Jack as they fell and got up again with the tenacity of youth.

But my fingers itched to be at the keyboard. The novel wouldn’t write itself. The idea for it had planted itself in my brain and wouldn’t let go, a story desperate to be told. So why was it so difficult to get it onto the page in a way that made it readable? As soon as I sat down in front of the illuminated letters, they seemed to mock me, tell me I was being silly, echoing everyone’s thoughts.

The weekend passed with no news from Sam and no new words in my manuscript. As the four of us sat around the dining room table on Sunday evening with full plates of roast beef, Yorkshire puddings and vegetables spilling off the side, I decided to prepare the ground and tackle Paul while he was still in a chilled Sunday haze.

‘We don’t have any plans for Friday evening, do we?’

‘None that I’m aware of. Why? Jack, elbows off the table please.’

I now had a choice. Tell him the truth of where I was going or lie and hope Helen would cover for me. It was something I’d been mulling over all day. I hadn’t even had a chance to talk to Helen about any of it yet.

It wasn’t that Paul didn’t approve of me doing my own thing. He had just always been dismissive of my writing ambitions, putting it down to a spare-time folly rather than something to consider as a serious career choice. It was as if he thought the time put into it didn’t justify the expected financial reward, if I even got as far as earning any money from it. He liked to think of himself as the breadwinner of our family and me as the homemaker and if I was bored, well, there were plenty of charity shops to volunteer in or the school PTA to keep me occupied.

It was my fault. I thought back to when we first met, shame clinging to the sepia memories. After needing to put some space between myself and Newcastle, with its volatile relationships and heart-rending disappointments, I had been working as a waitress in a family-friendly tourist trap of a restaurant in Leicester Square and living in a shabby flat share in Elephant & Castle. My flatmates were monosyllabic and the smell of curry, from the takeaway below, clung to every corner of my one damp room. I still had ambitions of being a writer then, but they were fading fast with every late rent cheque.

Paul was fifteen years older than me, from a sensible upper-class family from Surrey and already set on an established career path in finance when I served him a burger and fries in the restaurant one day. His parents had died within months of each other a year earlier, both from short, sudden illnesses, and he was still living in their house, lonely and looking for someone to build a family with. At the time, I empathised with his loneliness and it attracted me like a magpie. He wooed me like an old-fashioned lover and I quickly fell for his gentlemanly charm and sophisticated ways. I hadn’t realised until he came along just how exhausted I was of proudly surviving on my own in a strange and unforgiving city. He was my ticket out of destitution and I gladly accepted, thinking that we had similar ambitions and goals in life, even if he’d had a head start because of circumstance. He liked to think that he saved me by marrying me and sweeping me off to suburbia.

A few years later, when I was beginning to realise that perhaps he didn’t share my ambitions after all but had an entirely different idea of what role I would play in our family, he had to save me a second time when I made one devastating mistake. Afterwards, he held my hand, kept me breathing and brought me back when I had lost my way. I owed him for that.

In all the years I’d known and relied on him, I had never given him reason to think I could be successful at anything other than being a mother. I was very good at that, at least, and he told me so almost daily. I played the part of subservient housewife pretty well too, although he often grew frustrated at my sometimes loose approach to housework. I preferred to lose myself in a good book through the day rather than dust.

So I told the first lie that evening over dinner. Just a small one; more of a fib really.

‘Helen wants to go for a drink. A sort of early birthday outing. There’s a new gin bar in town apparently and I said I would go with her. It might not happen, but if it does, would you be able to babysit the children for me?’

Yes, I was aware of the irony of asking my husband to babysit his own children.

He looked over at me, but I kept my eyes on my roast potatoes, feigning nonchalance, then reached over and helped Jack cut a stubborn piece of beef, all the while not meeting Paul’s gaze.

‘Sure, I guess. But are you sure going into town is a good idea? There are plenty of places around here and you know how you can be sometimes. I’m only thinking of you.’

‘I know, but Helen really wants to try it. She’s been on at me for weeks and I’ve been putting her off. If it’s not my thing, I’ll just come home.’

‘Okay, let’s see. Lily, please close your mouth when you’re chewing.’


I exhaled quietly.

*

I met Helen at the gates to the park the next morning, Bo straining on his lead to be free to chase Helen’s matching cocker spaniel, Molly. We released the dogs and they bounded off happily, ears bouncing and Molly barking excitedly while nipping at Bo’s heels.

We followed them at a leisurely pace, the path muddy after the weekend’s damp weather. October was gathering pace, the breeze beginning to pull the leaves from the trees.

‘Um, Helen, I may need to ask a favour,’ I broached gently after the usual niceties had been passed back and forth.

Helen and I had been friends since Lily and Helen’s son, Cameron, had been at nursery together. She was a stay-at-home mum like me, married to a banker, Ed, and her younger daughter, Emily, was in the same school year as Jack. We spent a lot of time together through the week usually – dog walks, runs, coffee dates – but socially we rarely mixed since Paul seemed to find Helen and Ed irritating and could only handle them in small doses. Helen and I would go out occasionally, but that didn’t happen as often as I would’ve liked as Paul often managed to talk me out of it, telling me I looked tired or would have a headache the next day, or he couldn’t get home in time for the kids and I would have to cancel at the last minute.

Helen and I were very different, but we always found something to laugh about when we were together. I kept myself to myself since most of the people I met at the school had already made their minds up about me based on the rumours they had heard, but Helen didn’t seem to care about any of that and had been the only one in Lily’s nursery class to walk over, introduce herself and invite me for a coffee. I would always be grateful to her for that. She’d never given me reason to think she was providing the fodder for the gossipmongers.

I hadn’t spoken to Helen much the previous week. I’d been busy writing – or staring into space thinking about Sam, my book, the future.

‘You’re making a habit of this asking for favours, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah, sorry, I still owe you for the sleepover.’ I felt the guilt gnawing at my insides. I hated asking for help, especially since Helen didn’t ask for reciprocation.

‘Oh, what goes around, comes around… eventually. So what do you need this time?’

‘Do you remember I told you that Samuel Morton was tutoring my writing course? Well, he’s offered to mentor me so that I can finish my novel and see if I can get it published.’

‘Are you that serious about it then? I mean, won’t that be loads of work?’ She scrunched up her perfectly made up face.

‘Well, yes, but it’s something I’ve always wanted to do and with the kids not needing me so much now, it seems like a good time to do it.’

‘But don’t you worry about what people will think of it? You know, if it is published, what if people don’t like it? You’ll have spent all that time on something and then not get much for it apart from abuse. I don’t know if I could put myself in the firing line like that.’

I tried not to show my annoyance at her negativity. She sounded just like Paul, not understanding what I could possibly want to do this for. She was completely comfortable in her middle-class bubble. Why step outside of that? Although, in all honesty, she was merely voicing the very worries I had already struggled with.

‘But it might also be a success and I could write other books. Like I say, I’ve always wanted to be a writer and I may regret it if I don’t do it now. It’s not like I’ve ever tried to build a career before and I’m running out of time,’ I insisted.

‘You were a teacher once.’

‘Teacher’s assistant and it was a long time ago… anyway, so Sam—’

‘Oh, it’s Sam now, is it?’ Helen raised her beautifully shaped eyebrows.

‘Yes, Sam. He mentioned a publishing party on Friday night in London and I really want to go.’

‘Is Paul busy then? Do you want me to have the kids?’

‘No, nothing like that. It’s just… well, Paul doesn’t really understand why I’m doing all of this. He was fine with the idea of the course, but you know how protective he can be and I don’t think he’d like the idea of me at a party in London on my own… so I kind of told him I was going out with you to a gin bar and I need you to cover for me if he asks.’ I chewed on the inside of my lip and looked down at my feet as we plodded around the puddles.

‘So you lied to him?’

‘Yeah… come on, Helen, haven’t you ever wanted to have a bit of excitement in your life? Do something a little bit… I don’t know… exciting? Different? Sometimes I just want to… do something fun. It’s harmless, but I just don’t want to have the aggro of trying to justify myself to Paul. You do get it, don’t you?’

She looked at me closely. ‘We all sometimes wish our lives were a bit more rock and roll, but it’s a slippery slope when you start lying to your partner, Katie.’

I let the reprimand roll off me.

‘Please, Helen, this is important to me. I’m doing something just for me – not the kids, not Paul, just me. And you’re the only one I can ask.’

She sighed. ‘Look, I get it, I do, so I’ll help you out, but I don’t necessarily like it. Luckily for you, since you haven’t really thought this through, Ed is going away on business on Thursday for a week, so there’s not much of a chance Paul and him will run into each other and let the cat out of the bag.’

I felt the relief flood through me and I grasped her into a tight hug. ‘Thanks, Hels, I really owe you for this one.’

‘Yeah, you do, but just be careful. Ask yourself whether this is worth the effort. You have a really comfortable life. Do you really need to change things now?’

That was it exactly though.

I was tired of comfortable.

*

I finally received a brief text from Sam on Wednesday with the details of the party:

Hope the writing is going well. Friday night’s party is at the Hospital Club in Covent Garden from 18:00. I’ll make sure your name is on the list. Sam

I knew Paul would only be getting home by 6 p.m., so I sent a brief reply saying that I was looking forward to it but that I would get there closer to 7 p.m. I would have to be fashionably late.

In the meantime, I phoned my mother again to see if I could come and visit her and Bert sometime – well, just Bert really, as visiting Mam had become something of a chore, but it had to be done every now and then. However, she wasn’t the kind of woman you just popped in on spontaneously. She would always have some excuse why I couldn’t come, usually her programmes on the telly or something else just as inane. Or she’d make me feel lame for suggesting it, as though I had nothing better to do with my life. She didn’t know how close to the truth that was. But I persevered in the hope that one day she would forgive my past mistakes.

While she loved her grandchildren, she didn’t necessarily appreciate them taking over her small, terraced council house. There was never enough room, not enough food in the fridge, too much noise – a myriad of reasons to make me feel like we were intruding – so I now went on my own, probably not as often as I should, but I made sure Jack and Lily spoke to her every Sunday on the phone, keen that there was some connection between them. Paul never wanted to come with me up north either. My mother and Paul had never warmed to each other.

Mam still lived in the same house I had grown up in, with all its memories of an eighties childhood wallpapering the walls, complete with Top of the Pops on the telly and Smash with sausages and Bisto gravy for tea after school. There had been no airs and graces when I was young, no ideas above our station, especially after my dad moved out when I was twelve and it was left to me and my mother to muddle through on our own. After he left, my mother’s interest in my writing wavered and it became all about encouraging me to find a job so that I could be independent of a man. I remembered my dad as being my biggest cheerleader.

My teenage relationship with Mam was defined by my father’s perfidy, as though from that point on she had put all of her energy into shaping me into the woman she would’ve liked to have been: successful, talented, independent, not reliant on a man and therefore not at risk of getting hurt or abandoned. And in doing so, she had begun to neglect herself, becoming a shadow of the woman I remember from my early years, too bitter to move on, until her insipid existence became intrinsically bound to my success, thereby increasing tenfold the pressure on me to make something of myself. Our daily lives had been punctuated by her extreme bouts of depression during which I became her primary carer. Maybe that was why I was such a good mother; I’d mothered her for much of my teenage years.

My father had apparently gone on to live a comfortable life with another wife and other children, whom I had never met. His name became a word never uttered in our house and it was made clear to me that he wanted nothing to do with either of us. Mam reiterated time and again that it was just me and her, we didn’t need anyone else, that I could be the master – or rather mistress – of my own destiny if I worked hard enough.

And instead I’d done exactly the opposite: settled down, failed at my career before it had even started, had some kids and become reliant on a man for everything. My mother had never gotten over the disappointment.

This afternoon’s conversation was no different to usual. She knocked wide the idea of me coming to visit and wasn’t interested in hearing about my lunch with Sam, so I hung up the phone feeling flat and disillusioned. Maybe Helen was right. Maybe this was all a silly idea that would come to nothing. I could hear them all saying ‘I told you so’ soon enough.

With an hour to kill before I had to pick up Jack and Lily, I distracted myself from the familiar gnawing guilt with more background reading on Sam. I curled up on the couch with Bo at my side. He rested his head on me, happy to be sitting illegally on the furniture while Paul wasn’t home to shout at him. I scrolled through the web search results on my laptop, but most told me what I already knew and the long list of articles instead led me to take more notice of Viola Matthews, his wife.

Viola was his manager, agent and business partner over and above his wife. A sweep of the images online showed a woman of class, power-suited and cashmered with a sensible bob of hair and minimal make-up. I was intimidated by her before I had even met her. This was the woman Sam spent his time with – polished, poised, an expert on publishing trends; not a cardigan-wearing mum of two whose knowledge of the publishing world was limited to a fondness for young adult titles and 3-for-2 deals in Waterstones. How could I ever fit into their world?

I pushed the laptop away and went upstairs to stand in front of my untidy wardrobe. Clothes burst from the shelves and dresses hung askew on the hangers, some I hadn’t worn in years, more due to a lack of occasion rather than fashion. In contrast, Paul’s side of the wardrobe was systematic, his shirts hanging in colour blocks and neatly pressed, his socks paired and rolled.

What does one wear to a publishing party? Jeans were a clear no-no unless you were a cool, up-and-coming author, which I was not – yet. Black trousers? Too mundane. Should I be trying to be quirky? Something told me Sam didn’t necessarily entertain the idea of too much eccentricity. He seemed quite old-school and I wanted to create the right impression.

I flung most of the items in my wardrobe onto the bed into piles of ‘maybe’ and ‘definitely not’. Too dated; too safe; too mumsy. There were no power suits here; no cashmere; nothing that screamed bestselling author.

After half an hour of consideration, I had narrowed it down to two possibilities, then lay down on top of the piles and stayed there, staring at the ceiling, wondering where I would find myself this time next year. Hopefully with a bigger wardrobe and more occasions worthy of eccentricity.

*

Christmas Day, 1993

Wow, today was tough.

Just me and Mam this year, so different from last year. A whole year has passed since Dad left. I was hoping for a card or something, but there was nothing from him. Why am I surprised? I’m still waiting for a goodbye. My mother overcompensated, of course, with loads of stationery, books and stuff, and a new journal for a new year. But all I really wanted was a card from him. Not that I’d ever let her know that. She must’ve been saving for weeks to buy it all. Her dole cheques don’t stretch that far.

She still doesn’t mention his name and if I do, her face shuts down. So rather than show her how sad I was, eating turkey on our own with only the Queen’s speech and EastEnders for company, I smiled, pulled crackers with her, suggested a game of Twenty Questions and then came up here for a silent cry. At least she’s in a good mood today, so that’s something to be thankful for.

I wonder where he is and what he’s doing. If he’s thought about me. Sometimes in my head I create an imaginary family for him, with half-brothers and sisters who call me on the phone just to chat and a stepmother who bakes cakes for when I visit. But then I get angry and think he doesn’t deserve my tears or my thoughts because he certainly isn’t thinking about me.

Mam is right – it’s just me and her. And I’ll do right by her.

She’s calling me down for trifle now. He loves trifle.

Merry Christmas, you bastard, wherever you are.
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To say I was nervous was an understatement. I had felt nauseous with anxiety all day, not just over the party itself, but at my blatant lying to Paul. I had reminded him that morning to try and be home by six o’clock and he had brushed me off. If Paul was on time, I estimated I would be over an hour late. I would need to make a suitably understated entrance, preferably oozing elegance, not rushing in like a bat out of hell.

I had wanted to spend some time getting ready, but getting the kids’ fish fingers cooked and helping with their homework swallowed up more time than intended, especially since I took my eye off the fish fingers to sort out a word problem with Lily and had to shove another batch in when the first lot burnt. Bo was happy; he got the blackened offerings as a snack.

At 6 p.m. I stood in front of the long mirror in my bedroom and considered the red, wide-legged culottes with a tied bow at the waist, white T-shirt and silver loafers, which had seemed a sensible choice the other night but now skirted with the ridiculous, as though I was trying too hard. The material of the culottes was already proving to be scratchy against my skin. At least my long hair was behaving tonight and wasn’t frizzing in all directions.

I heard the front door slam shut downstairs and Paul call up to me. Thankfully, he’d kept to his side of the deal. One less thing to worry about.

I took a last look in the mirror and headed downstairs.

He was in his study removing his tie as I came up behind him. Jack and Lily were sitting peacefully for now, their attention on the television screen in the family room but with the volume turned down low. Paul liked quiet when he first got home and they knew to leave him for fifteen minutes or so while he regrouped and caught up on the news.

He turned towards me. ‘You look nice, although those trousers are rather bright, aren’t they?’

I looked down at them. ‘I thought I’d try and fit in with the trendy gin crowd tonight.’

He shrugged. ‘You’ll certainly stand out.’

I leaned over and gave him a light kiss. ‘I better get going. I’m meeting Helen at the station any minute. There’s some lasagne in the oven ready for you.’

‘Okay, thank you. Enjoy yourself – and call me if you need anything, but I’ll text you later anyway.’ He looked unsure about me going, which was sweet in a way, but also highlighted his belief that I couldn’t function effectively if he wasn’t there.

I gave the kids a kiss each, pleaded with them not to give their dad a hard time about going to sleep and ruffled Bo’s head affectionately before heading for the door.

Suddenly I was desperate to get out of the house so that I could breathe. And I did just that as the front door swung shut behind me – with big gasps, in for ten, out for ten.

It wasn’t raining tonight at least. Thank goodness for small blessings. I walked the ten minutes to the station briskly, feeling light in my loafers. A steady stream of commuters filed from the station platform and I ducked and darted between them before leaping into the train carriage as the doors were closing. I now had forty minutes to stress some more. The excitement sparking through me was similar to how I had felt every day as I had travelled to the writing course – the thrill of doing something you loved for a change rather than something you had to do, along with the trepidation that you were about to embarrass yourself publicly in a world you knew little about.

After a tube journey into Covent Garden during which I hung tightly to the handrail and let my body be jostled and jolted, I emerged onto the busy London streets and checked the address of where I was going again. It was a short walk from the station and by 7 p.m. I stood outside the heavy wooden doors of the club, fear pulsing in my wrist. I pushed against the long, cold, steel door handle, leaving sweaty fingerprints in my wake.

The reception spoke volumes about the world I was entering: glass coffee tables and Perspex chairs in bright colours; tall vases showing off birds of paradise flowers in astonishing orange; eclectic modern art on the walls. I gazed around with wide eyes. This creative microcosm was where I wanted to spend my time and why all the hard work would eventually be worth it.

The receptionist looked up from her computer as I approached.

‘Hi there, I’m here for the… er… publishers’ party?’

‘The author event,’ she corrected me politely. ‘Your name?’

‘Katherine Baxter.’

She consulted the monitor in front of her. ‘Ah, yes, a guest of Mr Morton. Here you go – please go straight up to the top floor. There is a cloakroom to the left out of the lift for your coat.’ She handed me a name tag with a smile.

‘Thanks.’ I headed to the lift, pleased I wasn’t wearing heels as my legs were wobbly.

After pinning the name tag to my shirt, I checked my reflection in the silver lift doors as they closed in front of me, wiped some perspiration from my top lip and hurriedly applied a little more mocha lipstick. Then the doors opened again and I was greeted with a surge of chatter and the aroma of champagne bubbles.

I pushed myself forward just as the doors started to close. My first reaction was curiosity at the lack of colour in the room. Everyone seemed to be dressed in various shades of grey or all-out black, giving the impression that I had wandered into a wake rather than a party. Not what I had expected from a creative gathering. My red culottes would stand out like blood splatter. Then small glints of light caught my eye, reflecting off the jewellery adorning the ladies’ throats and wrists, while the men garrotted themselves with the perfect Windsor knot of their frivolous ties. Only the titter of laughter and chink of glass on glass gave away any merriment.

Oh god, what was I thinking coming here?

Too late now.

First things first, I needed to rid myself of my coat rather than spend all night with it draped over my arm. I followed the receptionist’s directions to the left and headed towards a small cloakroom where a woman took it from me and hung it on a hanger. As I emerged from the cloakroom, I noticed a sign for toilets down a small corridor and contemplated having a quick nervous pee before heading in.

No, just get in there. You’re wasting precious time.

I returned to stand in front of the lift again, at a loss as to where to go from there. I heard my phone chirp in my bag. Paul texting to make sure I was okay. I replied, saying that I was fine and enjoying my first gin of the evening. In actual fact, everyone in front of me seemed to be clutching tall champagne flutes and I was parched, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth in nervous dehydration. As I stood rooted to the spot, a waiter appeared at my elbow with a tray of glasses and offered one to me. I took it gratefully, slid my phone back in my shoulder bag and stepped a little further into the room, still breathing it all in.

The women perched like flamingos in their ridiculously high heels, balancing first on one leg, then on the other as their feet tired. They stood eye to eye with the men in the room, exuding a female confidence that was alien to me. I was tall enough in flat shoes to equal the men in height, but the confidence would be far more difficult to match.

The lift doors were opening behind me again and I worried it would start to look odd if I didn’t mingle into the crowd. Taking a gulp of champagne, I began to weave through the bodies, smiling politely as I snaked this way and that, careful not to nudge any hands holding glasses.

Waiters interspersed the bodies, holding yet more champagne and trays of tiny canapés. I couldn’t recognise Sam amongst the guests as yet. I drained my glass anxiously, reached for another and then went in for what looked like a relatively substantial spring roll from a passing tray in order to get something other than alcohol and air into my stomach. I’d only had time to nibble on the kids’ leftover fish fingers before I left and was ravenous, so I hoovered the spring roll up in two bites before scanning the room for more trays of nibbles, nerves making my appetite soar.

Still no sign of Sam among the masculine faces.

Another tray passed with some sort of cracker and pâté on offer, so I took two, shoved one in straight away and washed it down with a glug of fizz.

I pushed further into the room, feeling the bubbles fill my blood with false confidence. I started to add a discreet ‘hello’ to my nods of acknowledgement at the faces turning towards me. I shoved the second canapé into my salivating mouth just as a hand touched my elbow. I turned to see Sam standing next to me.

‘Katherine, you made it.’

Relief flooded through me, but I couldn’t speak because I had a mouthful of cracker. I tried to swallow quickly and felt the crumbs tickle down the wrong tube as a coughing fit started to build. Panic widened my eyes at the thought of coughing crumbs and spit straight into his face, but fate was on my side as a tall, thin man in black spectacles with an alarmingly sculpted quiff intercepted us to stand in front of Sam, affording me a few seconds to glug down more champagne in order to dislodge the blockage.

The tall man was saying, ‘Sam, you’ve been avoiding me.’

‘Andrew, you know me better than that.’

I tried to cough as discreetly as possible into my palm, but it sounded strangled. I drained my glass and coughed again as a small burp popped in my throat. My eyes began to water and I had to concentrate on breathing through my nose.

‘Sam, we have to talk about your manuscript sometime. You can’t ignore this. The deadline has passed – again.’

‘Andrew, I’m here all evening. We can talk later. Now, let me introduce you to a student of mine. A rising star and someone you should keep your eye on.’ Sam pushed the man aside to introduce me. ‘This is Katherine Baxter. Katherine, this is Andrew Boone, my publisher.’

I still couldn’t trust myself to speak, but they were both looking at me expectantly, so I felt compelled to do something. I nodded politely as Andrew smiled thinly at me.

‘A pleasure to meet you. You must be working on your first novel then if you are a student of Sam’s?’

A waiter sidled between us and I could’ve kissed him with relief for providing me with another moment to take some more deep breaths. I took another full glass from his tray and indulged in one more slug to lubricate the cracker crumbs further.

‘Yes,’ I croaked finally. ‘Yes, I am.’

‘Excellent. Well, I’m sure Sam will be sending it my way for my opinion when it is done, but hopefully not before he sends his own.’ He turned back to Sam pointedly, his raised eyebrows disappearing into his quiff.

‘Andrew, relax. Have some more champagne. This is a party. We’ll talk later.’

Andrew shook his head in exasperation. ‘We will indeed,’ he replied and took his leave, the sharp creases in his trousers leading the way.

Sam watched him go with an unreadable expression on his face, then turned back to face me and placed his hand under my elbow. ‘Come, there are people I would like you to meet. You look fabulous, by the way.’ I glowed at his compliment. He steered me this way and that, pausing to introduce me to a blur of faces and names that I would never remember.

Towards the back of the room was a group of about ten men and women dressed very differently to the rest – more casual, less uniform and with plenty of eccentricity, from spotty cravats to quirky shoes and even a fedora hat, complete with a feather.

‘And this is our resident Writing Circle. Hi everyone, this is Katherine, a student of mine,’ Sam said.

Glasses were raised in acknowledgement. He went on to introduce the group and I was transfixed. These were names I did recognise, authors I had read and idolised over the years, mixed in with new names who were currently taking the industry by storm. I was standing among some of the best writers of my generation and I was lost for words. I could feel myself grinning gormlessly, all semblance of casual chic abolished.

I stood, rooted to the ground, and listened as they chatted, dropping literary names and referencing various book fairs and festivals where apparently the after-event revelry was far more important than the networking itself. I wanted to join in, itched to, but felt completely out of my depth and my mind was blank, with no witty remarks or intelligent comments presenting themselves. Sam chatted away comfortably with the group, clearly well acquainted with all of them. Time passed and all I did was smile vacantly and sip champagne. I knew I would regret this later, but before I had a chance to redeem herself, Sam was steering me away again.

‘A lovely bunch, those writers – known them for years, but they are still my competition, so I try not to get too involved in writing speak. Don’t want to be giving away ideas,’ he said with a wink. ‘Well done for your response too.’

‘Really?’ I bit my lip, wondering if he was being sarcastic. I’d hardly said anything.

‘Previous students I’ve introduced to them start fawning all over them and telling them what they want to hear, before pushing their own work on them or asking for advice, when all the writers really want to do at an event like this is get pissed on the free bar. You were calm, collected, aloof almost – you’re the one they will remember. Smart.’ He was looking at me with such admiration and respect that I wanted to guffaw. Instead, I smiled politely and carried on sipping, noting the fluttering in my chest at his praise and the buzz in my head from the champagne. I would need more canapés soon just to stay upright, unaccustomed as I was to this level of alcohol drunk so quickly.

Sam leaned towards me. ‘I must say, you really do look fantastic,’ he repeated, his mouth close to my ear, and my body surprised me by humming in response like a tuning fork. It had been years since I’d been paid a genuine compliment and they were coming thick and fast from Sam tonight.

‘Thank you.’

Before I could say anything else, my eye was caught by a woman weaving her way through the throng, aiming straight for us with a no-nonsense gait. I felt Sam stiffen as she approached and he moved his hand away from my elbow.

‘Sam, there you are.’

‘Viola.’

Ah, the wife.

She was not as tall as I had expected but was immaculately dressed. I was struck by how beautiful her eyes were – almost feline and a turquoise that the photographs I had seen had not done justice to. She turned those eyes on me now and held out a hand.

‘Hello, I’m Viola Matthews, Sam’s agent – and wife,’ she added with a sideways glance at him. ‘We haven’t met.’

I accepted her outstretched hand, which was warm and incredibly soft and smooth. ‘Katherine Baxter, lovely to meet you.’

‘This is the woman from the course I was telling you about, who I’ve offered to mentor.’ His voice was suddenly crisp.

‘Of course, yes. How exciting for you.’ She held onto my hand for a moment with what I thought was a firmer grip than was necessary and narrowed her eyes, studying my face much like Sam had over lunch. Maybe it was a writer thing, committing it to memory or something. Then she looked away, saying, ‘We should chat later – I’d love to hear about your novel.’ She released my hand and turned her attention back to Sam. ‘You must speak to Andrew tonight – please.’ She was imploring him with her marine eyes, but his return gaze was dismissive.

‘I will. I’ll make good, don’t worry.’

I could hear someone across the room tapping on a glass and the chatter died down. A man, standing at the centre of the guests, addressed everyone with authority.

‘Good evening, everyone. It’s lovely to see so many familiar faces. Grayson Greene is going from strength to strength and that is purely down to the hard work of our team – and of course the phenomenally talented writers upon whom we rely.’ He indicated the cluster in the corner, most of whom were ignoring him and puffing on artificially fragranced e-cigarettes.

As he talked I could feel Viola’s eyes on me, but when I turned to look at her, her gaze flicked back to the man at the front of the room.

‘It will be an exciting year ahead,’ he continued. ‘Neil has something new coming out, as has Joanna and Michael. There is some exciting Women’s Prize for Fiction news coming soon and, after quite a hiatus and hot on the heels of his recent National Book Award for Lifetime Achievement – well deserved, can I add? – I believe Sam is working on something new for us too.’

All eyes swivelled to Sam and he raised a hand in faux coy acknowledgement while Viola smiled tightly.

‘Our very own Mason Crowther was awarded Young Publisher of the Year recently and, as a result, submissions have rocketed – like we needed more!’

A twitter of chuckles rang out amid a smattering of applause.

‘Our little publishing house hasn’t experienced this level of energy and promise since we lost our beloved Lydia and she would be proud to see where we are now. But tonight is a way for us to say thank you and for you to mingle, catch up, share a drink with friends and colleagues, and have some fun before we head back into the trenches and share our passion and talent for the written word with the world. So, drink, eat, chat and laugh to your heart’s content.’

Another smattering of applause, then the chatter ratcheted up again as the guests resumed their conversations.

‘Who was that?’ I asked Sam.

‘David Greene – one of the partners and founder. Lydia Grayson was the other partner and the first to sign me up all those years ago. We worked together closely for so many years, a brilliant woman, full of fresh ideas and a force to be reckoned with at the negotiating table. Unfortunately, she died last year in a tragic bike accident – couldn’t negotiate her way out of that. She has been sorely missed, that’s for sure. The place hasn’t quite been the same since.’ His voice was cloudy with emotion.

‘You sound like you miss her.’


‘I do, a lot.’ He smiled sadly and I could tell it was difficult for him to talk about her. The sparkle had left his eyes and I wanted to see it return.

‘I don’t know how all these things work yet, who does what, how they all link together,’ I said, changing the subject.

‘And you shouldn’t need to. Your job is to get the words on the page; the rest of it is up to me and whoever has the joy of signing as your agent when the time comes.’ Viola was still standing next to us and I felt her eyes on me again. ‘Who knows? Perhaps we can convince Viola to take you on,’ Sam continued, his expression flippant again.

‘You know, I have a feeling we may have met before, Katherine. What did you say your surname was?’ Viola said curiously.

‘Baxter, but I don’t think we have.’ I could feel myself reddening.

‘Hmmm… I’m sure it will come to me eventually. I’m starving – where’s a waiter with a canapé when you need one?’ she said, scanning the room. She raised her hand and caught the attention of a young man bearing a tray of mini quiches.

My stomach felt like it was full purely of bubbles and if I carried on guzzling the champagne in nervous fits and starts like I had been, then I would need more than a bite-sized quiche to save me from intoxication. I reached out and took one just as he turned to walk away.

‘Good for you – I find it best not to avoid the nibbles at these things. Champagne has a way of smacking you on the back of the head when you least expect it,’ Viola said to me with a knowing smile and I felt myself smiling back at her as I grabbed another two before the waiter disappeared again into the throng. ‘How did you find the course with Samuel? Was it worthwhile? We’re never sure if the students get enough out of it since he has to split his time between so many of you. That’s why I’m pleased he has singled you out for some extra mentoring.’

I tried to read her expression, but it was a closed book. However, Sam didn’t seem fazed by her line of questions. ‘I thought it was very useful in getting me to focus and into the habit of writing every day, but you’re right about the restricted time. I wish it could’ve gone on longer.’

‘So, tell me about your novel.’

Probably the worst thing to ask me because once I started on that topic, I found it hard to stop the enthusiasm accelerating my tongue. It didn’t take long for Sam to lose interest in our conversation, especially since he knew all about what I was working on. He sighed audibly, shifted his feet and eventually moved away to talk to other guests. Neither myself nor Viola paid much heed to his departure though.

Indeed, Viola seemed very interested in what I had to say. She asked lots of questions, was engaging and genuinely seemed to want to know more. She quizzed me on the characters and plot, and in return I admitted where I thought the holes were and what stage I was at. I got a sense that Viola almost pitied me in the way she was looking at me, but I was happy to use the platform I had been given. She was an agent after all and this was a golden pitch opportunity, no matter how fleeting. The spotlight was temporarily on me and I would perform the requisite dance while it was.

In the end, we spoke for quite some time, all the while grabbing canapés and glasses from passing trays, and when the conversation had dried up about my writing, Viola gossiped about the various peacocks in the room, telling humorous anecdotes about their shenanigans at book fairs and ridiculous requests from inflated egos. I found her surprisingly witty and engaging, not at all as I had imagined, and I felt completely at ease for the first time that evening.

At one stage, Viola complained that her feet were killing her – ‘very sensible of you to wear those loafers, by the way’ – so she suggested we move towards the side of the room where there were leather couches set back against the windows, overlooking the London skyline. We settled onto the stiff cushions and Viola flagged down another passing waiter, barking at him with authority to ‘keep us topped up in bubbles and biscuits please’. He disappeared nervously and returned with a tray of canapés that he placed on a glass table next to us, along with a full bottle of champagne to ourselves. I was thrilled to see more spring rolls on the tray. That was dinner sorted.

Various people wandered over to say hello to Viola while we chatted and she introduced each and every one, made small talk, then returned to her conversation with me, almost dismissing the others every time. I felt warmed by this show of acceptance, although some of this was indeed the heat of the champagne lighting up my cheeks.

As the evening wore on, the guests thinned to the point where there was just the writers’ huddle still in the same corner, a few suited and booted publishing types, and Sam, who was now in a heated conversation with Andrew. Until now Viola had appeared to studiously ignore him, although I had kept my eye on him throughout. I was there at his invitation after all. In return, he had kept his eye on us too, his expression guarded, throwing me the occasional smile, but I wasn’t sure if he was happy about me conversing with his wife or not.

However, now I could actually hear him, as could most of the people in the room as his enflamed voice rose fiery red above the party chatter. I followed Viola’s impatient eyes to where he was jabbing a finger into Andrew’s chest.

‘Bloody hell, here we go,’ she mumbled.

‘Is there something wrong?’ I asked, struggling to get to my feet.

But Viola held out a hand to stop me and I sat back down heavily. She got to her feet relatively more steadily than I had and approached the pair, positioning herself between them and mediating in quiet tones. I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but she eventually gesticulated towards me and Sam made his way in my direction like a chastised child, his eyes booming and crashing, and his brow fissured. He threw himself into the space next to me that Viola had vacated, causing the cushions to bounce and the whisky in his tightly clutched glass to slop over the rim. He quickly drained the remains of the glass, then shimmied it in front of a nearby waiter, signalling a refill.

‘Bastard. Thinks he understands the creative process. Thinks you can just sit down in front of a screen and conjure up magic from nowhere,’ he thundered.


Overhearing him upon her return, Viola said, ‘Please, Sam, not here, not tonight.’

The waiter appeared and hastily placed a refilled tumbler into Sam’s hand.

Sam turned his angry eyes on me. ‘You’ll come across people like that in your career, Katherine. Only interested in money, what they can get from you, milk from you, drain from you. But don’t let them. Let the words remain the hero, not the bank balance.’ I could feel his spittle on my face. He drained his glass again.

Viola rolled her eyes. ‘Oh for goodness’ sake, Sam, get off your artistic high horse. The fault lies with you. Write the book and they’ll leave you alone. It’s as simple as that.’

He glared back at her, then just as quickly all the bluster left him and he folded in on himself, his eyes vulnerable. ‘What if I can’t, Vi? What if there isn’t another one in me?’

She leaned over me to pat his hand lightly. ‘That’s the whisky talking. It will all look different in the morning.’ She turned to me. ‘Excuse me, I need to do some damage limitation. Waiter, get this man a strong coffee please.’ Then she got to her feet and walked over to where Andrew was still frowning in Sam’s direction. They spoke briefly and I saw Viola give him a polite hug.

Sam was watching them closely too, his jaw tense and thin lips curled in dejection. I was thrown by this other side of him. It was completely at odds with the warm, generous man I had been privy to until now. He looked vulnerable and doleful, hardly the dynamic, bestselling author I had built him up to be. But rather than be distressed by his alter ego, I felt vindicated in realising that even the best authors felt like they were frauds sometimes.

Andrew and Viola smiled at each other, the momentary tension diffusing as he shook his head, gave her arm a squeeze and walked away. Viola looked over at Sam and I before returning to sit at my shoulder. The silence between Sam and Viola stretched in a thousand directions, neither of them rushing to fill it. Viola, straight-backed and stiff, filled her glass with the remnants of the champagne bottle and turned her head away to take in the room around her. I felt trapped between them, like an interloper in a private moment. Perhaps this was my cue to leave. A subtle glance at my watch told me it was getting late anyway and I had to make sure I could get a train home.

‘I should probably get going. It’s getting late and I need to catch a train,’ I said into the blank space between us.

‘Whereabouts do you live, Katherine?’ Viola replied, turning back towards me.

‘Hampton Hill.’

‘Oh, not far from where Sam and I used to live – many years ago now. We were in St Margaret’s.’

‘Oh yes, I know it well. I used to work around there.’

Viola tilted her head. ‘Oh? What is it you do?’

‘I don’t any more. I’m a stay-at-home mum these days.’

Viola was staring at me intensely again, as though slowly peeling away the layers of skin to see below.

‘What did you used to do in St Margaret’s?’

‘I worked at a nursery school for a little while, then… Well, then I had my daughter, Lily, and shortly after my son, Jack.’ I tried to divert the conversation onto safer ground. ‘Now that they’re at school, I finally have the time to write, so I’m making the most of the opportunity.’

‘Interesting.’

I felt uncomfortable with the way she was studying me again.

Then suddenly she looked away. ‘You’re right, you should be getting home. We can’t have you missing your train, can we?’

The sudden change in direction threw me off guard. ‘Right, well, Sam, I’m keen to get started whenever you are. Whatever fits into your schedule though – obviously you have a lot going on too.’

I couldn’t tell if Viola was still listening or not as she was talking in low tones to a woman who had wandered over and crouched down next to her.

Sam nodded at me, still looking forlorn. ‘You get me, don’t you, Katherine? You understand why this can be so challenging and yet so rewarding?’ He reached out a hand and placed it on my knee.

I looked down at it, feeling incredibly awkward. ‘Um, yes, I do. Well, lovely evening, thank you, but I must dash to the loo before I head off for that train. Lovely to meet you, Viola,’ I chattered and got to my feet so that his hand fell away.

Viola did look back at me then, but her smile was contorted and the temperature in the air around us had plummeted. Was it because Sam had put his hand on my knee? I hadn’t taken it as a come-on; rather, it was like he was reaching out, grasping at me like a life vest. Besides, he had clearly had far too much to drink and was in no fit state to seduce anyone.

I got to my feet and hurried blindly in the direction of where I had seen the toilets earlier. I locked myself into a cubicle and sat on the toilet lid, my heart hammering in my throat. In the space of ten minutes, the evening had diverted onto a completely different path and I felt disoriented. I hadn’t been flirting with him, had I? Oh god, had I flirted, stared at him too much, taken the grateful student thing too far? Was that what the hand on the knee was all about?

I was mortified. God, what would Viola think of me? We had been getting on really well, the importance of which was not lost on me since she was one of the most infamous agents in the business, but she would likely want to have nothing to do with me now. Probably had me down as a brazen hussy ready to sleep my way to a deal. I almost laughed at the absurdity of it.

I leaned forward and put my now throbbing head in my hands. I wanted to weep in disappointment. Typical of me – a few too many drinks and I’d blown the best opportunity to come my way in a long time.

I took some deep breaths, my hands clutching my knees painfully in an attempt to sober up. The main bathroom door swung open and I heard someone enter the cubicle next to me. A glimpse of the shoes under the partition suggested it could be Viola. I hadn’t noticed anyone else in leopard-print kitten heels this evening. The thought propelled me to my feet. I flushed the toilet hurriedly and dashed from the room without stopping to wash my hands, determined to leave, preferably while Viola was still in the toilet so that I wouldn’t have to say anything to her.

I collected my coat from the now tired-looking woman in the cloakroom and retreated to the lift. I jabbed my finger on the call button three times, hoping it would come before Viola emerged from the bathroom. The doors opened almost immediately and I allowed a sigh of relief to escape. As the doors began to close in front of me, Viola walked past and looked directly at me, her expression unreadable, her face a mask.

*

16 March 1994

I’ve just got home from Lisa’s party and it was brilliant! She had an 80s dress-up theme and Mam had a whole bunch of old stuff in the loft, so I went as Madonna in the early years – fish net tights; long gloves; huge crucifix necklace; all of it. But, more importantly, Darren Gibbs was there. I’ve seen him around school and stuff because he’s in the year above me, but he made a point of hanging around me all night. I really hope Mam doesn’t read this because she doesn’t like him, but he was so sweet and kept getting me drinks and stuff. He was dressed up as the builder from the Village People – not that original and I don’t even think they were an 80s band, but his dad is a builder, so he just basically borrowed his hard hat. At the end, he kissed me… I know! It was weird, but nice. He wants to go to the cinema next week, but I’ll have to find an excuse ’cos there’s no way Mam will let me. She thinks I’m too young for a boyfriend, which is clearly ridiculous. God, I’m so tired – but so happy!

DG + KB 4 EVA
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I woke the next morning with what felt like an anvil on my chest. Details of the night before stabbed at my consciousness in time with the daggers of a dehydration headache. I had spent the entire train journey home sipping on a large bottle of water bought at the station and trying to get my head around the sudden change in temperature when it came to Viola.

All I could think was that I had offended her by not pushing Sam’s hand off my knee immediately. But then I hadn’t felt threatened by it and I certainly didn’t think he was trying it on. But maybe I’d misread that too and that was the kind of man he was. I didn’t want to think that about him. To me, he seemed kind, smart, approachable, but maybe that was the allure of celebrity clouding me to his true intentions. I’d read enough newspaper articles over the last few months to know that men in positions of power had a funny way of exerting control over women.

I didn’t want to even begin to understand what kind of relationship Viola and Sam had if that was the case though. Maybe Viola encouraged that sort of thing. Maybe theirs was a marriage of convenience, a business relationship rather than a partnership. Who knows? But what did it mean for me going forward?

And I had to admit to myself that originally I had had a crush on him, was smitten and a little bit attracted. What did that make me? It was just that he had seemed to see me for who I actually was and it was nice. Had I unconsciously given him the wrong signals?

My head lurched and thudded like a pinball machine, with thoughts ricocheting around, making it feel hollow and bruised. My eyes were dry and grainy, like the champagne had sapped every last ounce of moisture.

I could hear tinny sounds filtering through the floorboards. A glance at my bedside clock told me it was 7.30 a.m. Paul was exactly where I’d found him last night: turned on his side, mouth open, sleep relaxing his face.

I sat up in bed and reached for the large glass of water I had had the foresight to set on my bedside table the night before. Draining it, I stared at the reflection in the small mirror above my dressing table across the room. Bleary eyes, smudged mascara, hair on end. What a mess. I should clean myself up before Paul woke up.

Instead, I lay back down and buried my head into the pillow. Could I just stay here, with my head buried, hiding away from everyone and everything? Would anyone notice?

‘Mum?’ a voice called up the stairs.

Guess not.

I scrambled into my dressing gown as Paul stirred, then fell asleep again. I headed downstairs with leaden legs and a heavy head. Was I overreacting because I felt so shit this morning? Let’s hope so. An image of my mother’s smug, doughy face swam into the fog in my brain. She’d love it if the whole mentoring thing didn’t go ahead. I shouldn’t have said anything to her. Oh well, the novel was probably crap anyway. Who was I kidding?

Jack was plugged into his iPad on the couch and didn’t even raise his eyes when I greeted him. I needed to tackle this screen attachment of his. I really didn’t want him turning into a monosyllabic void before he’d even reached puberty, but I didn’t have the energy to say anything today. Lily was in the kitchen with a bag of flour in one hand and a whisk in the other. Bo sat at her feet gazing up at her.

‘What are you up to, Lils?’

‘I’m making pancakes for breakfast. Is this the right flour?’

My heart sank at the idea of having to clean up for her afterwards. I shuffled over to the cupboard in the top far corner of the kitchen and shook two pills out of the pot of Nurofen, then followed them with a chaser of the two little white pills that had become my best friends for the last eleven years. I paused for a moment, considering the packet in my hand, then put it back in the cupboard. That done, I took a deep breath and set about minimising the mess that my daughter was inflicting.

Paul wandered in, his dressing gown belted tightly over his pyjamas, just as we were putting everything out on the table.

‘Impeccable timing! Morning,’ I said with a smile, refusing to acknowledge to him the pain behind my eyeballs.

He flopped into a chair. ‘You were late last night. I waited up until I got your text that you were on the train home.’

‘Yes, but it was fun.’ I was pleased I’d remembered to send him a message in my drunkenness.

‘Daddy, are you taking me to football?’ Jack asked as he took his place at the table and tucked a napkin into the neck of his T-shirt. Sometimes I looked at him and saw the man he would become in the not too distant future, a man not dissimilar to his father. This morning was one of those times.

‘No, it’ll be mum. I’ve got a round of golf booked.’ I noticed Jack’s face fall even if Paul didn’t. ‘Get that dog away from the table please, Lily.’

And there was no more mention made of my evening, but I was happy to leave it there. I had a feeling that was the end of my brief sojourn into the world of publishing anyway. I couldn’t imagine Viola letting Sam continue to mentor me if she thought there was a risk of something going on between us, bizarre as that concept may seem to me, an almost forty-year-old housewife.

The day unravelled as most Saturdays did: taxi driving Lily and Jack to football and dance practice; a couple of loads of washing; cooking bolognaise for dinner… This was my world and I needed to accept it was where I belonged. No getting ideas above my station, as my mother would say.

Get your head out of the clouds, Katherine.

*

Viola sat at her mahogany desk, her laptop open in front of her and a steaming mug of English breakfast tea at her elbow. Last night had proved to be revelatory, resulting in a twisting night of wakefulness and a dense fog in her brain this morning.

Sam had not rallied yet, but she had eventually given up on trying to sleep just as dawn was breaking over the London skyline. Viola rarely stayed at their London apartment, preferring the peace and stillness of the Cotswolds house to the ever-present filter of noise around Mayfair, but it had been unavoidable last night.

An acidic burn had settled into the back of her chest in the early hours as sleeplessness had conjured up thoughts and memories she hadn’t wanted to visit. All because of that woman. It was almost funny how the world worked.

She typed the name of Sam’s publisher into the web browser. The website appeared and she scrolled through the menu to the blog page. Sam had complained a few weeks ago at having to pose for a class photo like a schoolboy so that the marketing assistant could post a blog about the course. And there it was. Fifteen of them standing awkwardly, hands clasped in front of them, with Sam grinning widely in the middle, hiding his annoyance well, as usual.

Viola enlarged the photo and peered at the faces. A man with a scrunched-up face and rather droopy eyes; a short, plump woman with glasses and what looked like a very bohemian outfit; another middle-aged woman with a pussy-bow, floral blouse…

Viola’s eyes landed on the woman hiding at the back of the group, some of her face obscured by the person standing in front of her. Taller than any of the other women in the photograph, long dark hair falling in waves around a pleasant face, but most strikingly those huge eyes like a kewpie doll. Difficult to forget. She was smiling thinly at the camera, but her eyes were looking across at Sam. The credits below had her listed as Katherine Baxter.

I know you as someone else, don’t I?

Viola then opened Facebook, her literary mind clicking into research mode as her tea cooled beside her. As the page loaded, she clenched her fists tight, feeling her nails stab into her palms.

*

My phone rang as I was slapping ham between slices of 50/50 bread with the crusts removed and slathering mayonnaise liberally on one sandwich, while cutting cucumber for the other – heaven forbid my children should eat the same lunch on any given day.

‘Hi Helen.’

‘Hey, how was last night? Headache?’

‘Maybe a small one.’ In fact, my head had deteriorated to feeling like a sledgehammer was trying to demolish my skull from the inside.

‘Worth it though?’

‘I think so. The party was at this swanky private members’ club for creative types in Covent Garden and there were all sorts of writers, agents and publishers there. I saw a couple of famous faces and Sam introduced me to some, but I probably came across as so lame because I couldn’t think of anything to say. I totally fangirled it.’

‘As would I, I’m sure…’ Her voice had taken on a faraway quality. I knew she didn’t find any of this stuff interesting. She didn’t really read novels, so my desire to write one of my own was lost on her, as it seemed to be on everyone except Sam.

‘But I had a lovely evening for the most part, although I drank far more than I should have. I spent a lot of time talking to his wife, Viola, and she’s—’

‘Sounds great. Listen, I wanted to chat to you about that paint colour you used on your kitchen wall.’

Helen often did this. She would ask all the right questions, those she knew she should ask to show that she was polite and interested, but when you replied you got the distinct impression that she wasn’t actually listening, but was waiting for the right moment to interject with what she really wanted to talk about. I had grown used to it over the years. Even so, it still irked me now and again.

I yawned discreetly as I listened to her debate blue versus grey paint while finishing off the kids’ sandwiches and cutting up carrots and peppers to add to their plate in an attempt to make sure they got all of their five a day. I wouldn’t want Paul to see them munching on crisps.

‘I think you’re right,’ she said, although she hadn’t actually asked for my opinion. ‘I’ll do that. Right, thanks Katherine. I better go.’

‘Oh, Helen, before you go, you will make sure you don’t say anything – about last night, I mean?’

‘Yes, yes,’ she replied impatiently.

‘Besides, I don’t think I’ll do the mentoring thing anyway.’ Hearing that said out loud saddened me.

‘Well, what were the odds of you getting published anyway? Seems like a lot of work to me with no guarantees.’

‘Yes, I know.’ She really didn’t get it.

‘Okay, well, see you on Monday for a run?’

‘Yep, see you then.’ I hung up the call and slumped onto the barstool next to me, releasing my mobile onto the countertop. I felt like she’d burst my balloon right in front of me, then walked off.

Almost instantly, my phone chirped, shuffling across the granite countertop under the momentum of its own vibrations.

I am mortified about last night. Please forgive a drunken old man. Completely understand if you want nothing more to do with me but would still like to mentor you if you’re interested. Please call me. Sam

I chewed on my lip as I read the text. Okay, not what I was expecting at all. But I was pleased and a little relieved. I felt a smile tug at my mouth, then doubt wiped it away.

What about Viola? She had definitely seen or heard something she didn’t like last night unless I had misread the signs, which was possible as I didn’t know her at all. Did this mean Sam had straightened it all out with her? Made her realise this was a business arrangement only? And, if I said I was still interested, what was I going to tell Paul?

Lily and Jack burst in, shoving and pushing to their plates of food, but I sat rooted to the spot, wrestling with everything. There was no denying there was a golden opportunity lying open in front of me, waiting for me to pick it up and run with it, but did I let Paul in and hope he understood or did I keep it to myself?

I watched my children, with their endless energy and enthusiasm, and thought about how I wanted them to perceive me, what I hoped they would learn from me. Lily in particular. What was this quiet, submissive housewife teaching her only daughter about what women could achieve in this world? That dog walks and the correct paint colours were the dizzying heights of our ambition? That behind every woman was a man paying the bills?

I knew the answer before the question had fully formed: I wasn’t giving up just yet.
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Paul had suggested we share a bottle of a new red wine he was keen to try with our dinner the night before and I had agreed since I couldn’t admit to my hangover. That, on top of the existing headache and a night spent lying awake fretting over my choices, my legs fidgeting restlessly under the covers, meant I woke the next day with a hammer tapping at my temples again. I must’ve fallen into a fitful and broken sleep at some point, but I felt wrung out, as though I’d not closed my eyes at all.

By the time I’d drunk my first cup of tea, I had sent Sam a brief text message saying that we should meet to talk and he replied, suggesting his London flat that evening and that I should bring my work with me.

There was no way I could get there without explaining to Paul where I was going and why he needed to babysit on a Sunday evening, so I suggested the following afternoon instead.

‘Who are you texting?’

‘Oh, just Helen.’ I hadn’t heard Paul come up behind me.

‘Everything okay? You look… tired.’

‘Yes, all fine. She just wants advice on paint colours – and you know what Helen’s like. If I suggest something and she takes my advice then doesn’t like it, it will be my fault. Besides, I didn’t sleep well last night.’ I could hear myself babbling but was unable to stop.

‘Hmmm.’ Paul had lost interest and walked into the lounge with his Sunday newspaper.

I was on edge all day, my mind refusing to concentrate on one thing. I tried doing some writing, but every time I sat down, someone demanded something from me, whether it was homework with Lily, helping to build a Lego spaceship with Jack or Paul wanting a cup of tea and freshly made banana bread.

In the early afternoon I donned some gardening gloves and tried to tackle some of the weeds in the front garden, hoping that physical exertion would distract me – or at the very least give me some respite from the constant demands of my family. The sun was shining weakly, but as soon as I started working, I felt goosebumps ride my skin and the hair on my neck prickling, as though someone was watching me the whole time I pulled and snipped at the plants.

I couldn’t see anyone in our quiet street. Doors were closed and windows pulled tight now that we were in central heating weather. Even the cars in the street looked familiar except for one dark car parked towards the intersection that looked to have blackened windows.

I kept my eye on it as I worked and noticed no movement, but the sense that I was being watched remained until I could bear it no longer and I moved back indoors.

When I looked out of Lily’s bedroom window later that afternoon, the dark car had gone. It was probably someone who wanted to put a face to the name they’d read about in old newspaper reports and nothing more than that. I’d been here before, felt this level of fear when every muscle in my body was tensed, waiting for the crackle of a brick through the window or the rattle of a tainted letter through the letter box, but I thought all of that had finally petered out. Sure, I still got the cold shoulder in the school playground, but old habits die hard with those women and, on the whole, they were harmless whispers.


So why was I letting it haunt me again after all this time?

I headed back downstairs and saw a piece of paper lying on the doormat. I scooped it up, assuming it would be a flyer for a window washer or yet another pizza menu, ready to crumple it into the dustbin.

I KNOW WHO YOU ARE. I KNOW WHAT YOU DID.

The typed words leapt off the page. I dropped the paper as though it had stung me and it floated gracefully back onto the mat, taunting me.

I could hear Paul cough in the lounge and I quickly grabbed the note and shoved it deep into my pocket with cold fingers.

Why was it starting again now?

By the time dinner came around, which I had made on autopilot, resulting in a lumpy gravy, soggy roast potatoes and dissatisfied moans from the three sitting around the table, I was coiled tight, every noise making me twitch. I’d had threatening notes before, but there hadn’t been one for years. I could feel the letter crackling in my pocket like electricity as I moved.

This was why I shouldn’t pursue my writing. Willingly putting myself in the public spotlight would be an act of self-sabotage surely. It wouldn’t be long before someone connected the dots and discovered who I was.


*

Monday arrived and after Paul left for work, I delivered the kids to school, my neck aching from looking over my shoulder and watching my back. I had committed to the meeting with Sam, so I knew I would go, but I was prepared to explain that I wasn’t going to go ahead with the mentoring after all. The letter had been stashed in the bottom of my bedside table drawer and I hoped it would be the last of its kind, a momentary cowardly act not to be repeated. But fear was doing a good job of convincing me otherwise.

I had dressed carefully that morning, choosing a simple denim skirt and T-shirt combo that was neither alluring nor detracting. I kept my hair loose and my make-up to the bare minimum. I wanted Sam to know I meant business, but looking in the mirror I thought I looked vulnerable and scared.

I phoned Helen and cancelled our run, but I didn’t tell her the truth. I feigned an injury instead, blaming a tight hamstring. I didn’t want to be outside, exposed. I wanted to hole up in my bed, the covers pulled up to my chin and my mind engrossed in a book until I had to leave to catch the train. Cowardly, but necessary.

At midday I headed out into the weak sunshine, my leather jacket pulled tight around me and a neon print scarf cuddling my neck, nerves chilling me to the bone. Part of me wished I still smoked just to give my hands something to do as I walked through the streets to the station. But I’d given that up when I met Paul. Instead, I could feel my fingernails picking at the skin around my cuticles deep in my pockets, fidgety and incessant.

The tube ride was too short, my pulse lifting with every stop as I travelled over the river into the wealthier streets of Mayfair. Before long, I was emerging from the dirty gloom of the underground into the leafy streets around Green Park.

I followed the directions on my phone and arrived at a narrow, terraced street of immaculate townhouses. I wandered along the pavement, taking in the neat flower boxes and shiny door knockers. The number I was looking for appeared on my right.

Taking a deep breath, I rang the doorbell labelled ‘42d – Morton’ and waited for an answer. I heard the door buzz and pushed against it, stepping into a light hallway with a black and white checkerboard-style, mirror-polished tiled floor. An antique table stood against one wall with a tall vase of purple agapanthus at its centre, like a bruise of colour against the minimalist interior. A small pile of mail was stacked to one side. The pale grey walls screamed understated elegance and a decadent crystal chandelier hovering above my head threw shards of light in every direction. A comforting scent of vanilla and cedarwood teased me, as though an expensive candle was burning nearby.

A door led off the hallway, numbered 42a, so I headed to the foot of the curved staircase and peered up. I could hear footsteps coming my way. Within seconds, Sam’s bobbing head came into view as he made his way down to meet me.

‘Katherine, how lovely to see you again,’ he said as he reached the bottom. He leaned in and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. I recoiled a little, less sure about the physical contact after the other night.


‘Sam, how are you?’

‘Very well, thank you. Do come up. I hope you didn’t struggle to find it?’

‘Not at all.’

He was also casually dressed in chinos and a lightweight pullover, a tuft of chest hair poking from above the V-neck. It made him look younger than the suit he was wearing at the party, more like a writer and less like a banker. He led the way.

‘So, this is your London apartment?’ I said to fill the silence.

‘Yes, I base myself here most weekdays and we have a house in the Cotswolds for weekends. I find it helpful to spend my time in central London where there is noise and activity around me. Viola is the opposite and prefers the peace and quiet of country living, so she spends most of her weekdays at the house – unless she has business to attend to, of course. We have a beach house on the Dorset coast too. That’s purely for relaxation. The perks of being a successful writer. You’ll see one day.’ He smiled over his shoulder at me.

We arrived at the top floor after climbing three flights of stairs and passing more doors, marked 42b and 42c, on the second floor. I could hear my breath coming in ragged pants from the unexpected exertion. Sam didn’t seem out of breath at all.

The door to 42d stood open. I walked into a short entrance hall that led onto a large open-plan living area that took my breath away with its sheer class and sharp, masculine decor. A white leather corner couch took up most of the central floor space and faced floor-length windows overlooking the London evening. In one corner of the room, also facing the windows, was a large, black-lacquered desk covered with neatly stacked papers, a laptop and books. A corridor led off the main room, down which I could make out other doors, all closed to prying eyes.

The kitchen area behind me gleamed with aluminium countertops and silver finishings, low-hanging lighting and expensive-looking gadgets. Every surface was clean and meticulously tidy. It was in complete contrast to my own messy rooms bursting with stuff and nonsense.

‘Wow, this is amazing.’

‘I love it here.’ He walked into the room ahead of me. ‘Let me take your coat and scarf. Have a look at that view.’

I handed them over and approached the impressive windows to take in the sight of Westminster and the London Eye in the distance. The sun cast a romantic rose glow over the city, reflecting off glass and steel.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I said over my shoulder.

‘It is indeed. Come, have a seat. Can I offer you a drink? Tea or coffee – or even something stronger?’

‘Coffee would be lovely, thank you.’ My liver was still waving a white flag after my overindulgences this weekend and booze would do nothing to clear my fretful mind right now.

He wandered into the kitchen and I wasn’t quite sure what to do with myself. I remained where I was in front of the window, my teeth chewing on the inside of my cheek.

The air was suddenly overpowered by the heady aroma of coffee beans. I turned to face him, my arms crossed tightly, as he approached with a tray laden with a cafètière, mugs, milk jug and sugar bowl. He hesitated in front of me, then placed the tray on a glass coffee table at his shins.

‘Look, I think I need to mention the party. I was out of line and I apologise for my uncouth behaviour. I can only blame inebriation and… it is no excuse, I know, but I am under a certain amount of stress with my own draft and it got the better of me the other night, brought out the uglier side of me. I don’t normally pick fights with my publisher in public – or get that drunk, to be honest.’ He walked towards me with his arms outstretched, then gently clasped his hands on my upper arms. I tried not to tense up. ‘I do hope you’ll forgive me. I understand how important your work is to you better than anyone else, so I hope you will accept my apology and let me make amends by tutoring you and getting that story of yours out into the wider world.’

I considered him for a moment, marvelling at the drama injected into his words. He was staring at me with wretched eyes that told a thousand tales and had probably broken a few hearts. I caved.

‘Apology accepted. It was nothing, really. We’ve all done and said things when we’ve had too much to drink. I think Viola was more upset than me.’

He dropped his hands and smiled with relief. ‘Oh, don’t mind her. She was annoyed at me for making such a fuss. But she mentioned how much she enjoyed meeting you and how promising your novel sounds, which is fantastic as she is notoriously difficult to impress. She also said she’d love to see you again and would help in any way she can once it’s finished, so take that as a huge nod of encouragement. Okay, let’s start again from the beginning, wipe the slate clean.’ He turned back to the tray, then said, ‘Oh, wait, I almost forgot. I have something for you.’ He disappeared down the corridor.

I took a moment to exhale. He could certainly be over the top when he wanted to be, but perhaps that was the writer in him blowing everything into a dramatic plot twist. Now that everything had been smoothed over, it was the right time for me to tell him I wouldn’t be seeing him again.

He returned with a large white bag in his hand, which he handed to me without saying a word, but with a look of childish glee.

I frowned, the words I was about to voice freezing on my tongue, and took the bag tentatively, the rope straps feeling heavy in my hands. Inside was a white box adorned with the Apple logo. I took a seat on the couch before pulling out the box and setting the bag aside.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said, looking up at him as he stood over me, smiling like a kid at Christmas.

‘Think of it as a gift to inspire you.’

The box contained a brand-new laptop. ‘I… I can’t accept this.’

‘Of course you can. It’s a gift from your mentor and I will not take no for an answer. I shouldn’t take all the credit though. It was Viola’s idea. She said your old laptop was in a bit of a state. Apparently, you mentioned that the ‘x’ key doesn’t work or something? You were joking about it at the party?’

I remembered the conversation. It had been just before we witnessed the argument between Sam and his publisher. I had meant it in an offhand way and I was surprised that Viola had picked up on it, let alone taken it upon herself to act on it. I sat gaping at the box, astonished at her generosity. I had clearly read her all wrong, as I had for much of that evening, it would seem.

Sam must’ve misunderstood my silence. ‘There’s nothing to it, I promise. We just thought you would be far more productive with a new one than an old dinosaur. I understand if you don’t want to accept it though. I can return it.’ But he looked slighted. I was beginning to realise that his was a fragile ego.

‘No, it’s… I don’t know what to say. It’s incredibly generous of you – both of you. Thank you.’

‘Think nothing of it. It’s a tax-deductible item for us. By way of thanks, you could write a bestseller on it.’ He smiled in childish delight.

‘Oh, is that all?’ I chuckled. ‘Well, thank you. I really do appreciate it.’

‘Right then. Let’s fire it up and get started, shall we?’

And just like that the tide changed and the moment to retreat politely passed. I was now in it, for better or worse, so I made a silent vow to myself to give it my best shot. I clung onto Sam’s idea that writers were heard but not seen by their readers. I really hoped that to be the case or this could prove to be a dangerous move.

For the next two hours, we drank coffee, worked together on my novel, laughed and chatted casually, and I began to feel at ease again. We took a short break at one point and he brought out a cheese board with a variety of delicious cheeses, salty crackers and olives, but the conversation flowed continuously. He also asked my opinion on some ideas for his new project. I didn’t like to point out that the fact that he didn’t have a concrete premise to work on was not a good sign. But he was the bestselling author, not me.

I felt transported right back to the course and the feeling of being immersed in discussions with my peers on subjects that mattered to me rather than discussing trivialities like playground squabbles and the latest offers at Majestic. Sam was patient, endearing and very knowledgeable, and I asked reams of questions about publishing, the writing process, his contacts and anything else book-related.

I suddenly became aware that some time had passed and a glance at my watch confirmed it. The kids would be finishing their after-school clubs at 4:30 p.m. and I needed to be back home in time to collect them.

‘Oh, sorry Sam, I really have to go.’

‘Ah, that’s a shame. This has been fun. Shall we meet again later in the week?’

‘I’d like that.’ I smiled warmly, despite feeling disappointed that I had to leave. I could’ve sat and talked all day if I had had the chance. I didn’t want to leave this beautiful interior, with its clean lines and sparkling lights, the endless view of the city before me and the sharp taste of expensive cheddar on my lips. I didn’t want to leave because that meant returning to my reality, with its abandoned dirty socks and tiny Lego pieces underfoot, constant crumbs and dirty cups.

He got to his feet and began clearing away the cheese plates and mugs, praising me over his shoulder for the progress we had made.

‘I really think we can make your novel into something truly great. It already has such depth of emotion and I’m incredibly excited about working with you on it.’

What had Helen said? That my chances of being published were small? Maybe there was a chance after all. They could all be wrong about me. I thought of Lily, my own little bookworm, and a burst of determination thrummed through me. I wanted to do this for her as much as me.

Sam gave me some homework to complete and I agreed to meet him again at the apartment on Thursday when I knew the children finished school later. I packed up the new laptop, ignoring the voice in my head asking how I was going to explain it to Paul. I looked around me one last time with longing and it struck me that there was no sign of a feminine presence here, no photo frames or vases of flowers, candles or pastel colours. Sam had said Viola didn’t spend much time here, but I’d expected some indication of her. This apartment clearly wore the accoutrements of his personality and, not for the first time, I wondered fleetingly about their relationship. I hoped I wasn’t wrong about all of this. My nerves tingled again, but I pushed the thought away.

‘Thanks again for the laptop – and for today,’ I said as he escorted me to the door.

‘The pleasure has been all mine. I’m looking forward to Thursday.’

‘Me too.’

‘Great – and I want another 10,000 words done by then too.’

The door closed behind me and I felt myself shed the disguise I’d been wearing all afternoon with every step I took closer to home.

*

17 February 1996

Lisa says Darren is cheating on me. She heard a rumour from Adelle that he was seen kissing Melissa Walker the other night. He told me he was at home. They were at some youth group apparently.

This is probably because I wouldn’t sleep with him. He was pushing and pushing and I said no. I could tell by his face that he was sulking. Well, I am only 15. It’s not even legal, is it? But we’ve been together for almost two years now and I’m 16 in a few weeks. God, I don’t know. I can’t talk to Mam about this, especially right now with her all miffed that I didn’t do well in my mock exams. She keeps reminding me that writing isn’t a proper job and I won’t make any money from it. She can be so fucking pushy sometimes. Like I want to work in a bank or an estate agent one day. No thanks!

And she still hates Darren, can’t see why I want to have a boyfriend anyway. Last week, I told her that not all men are like Dad when we were arguing about whether I could go out with him on a school night and she didn’t speak for the rest of the night. Then she had one of her episodes that went on for three days.

Well, it turns out she might be right. If he is cheating on me, it’s pretty low of him – and with a tramp like Melissa! But have I not learned any lessons from my own dad? I heard Norma and Mam talking about some woman the other day. Putting two and two together, it’s not hard to figure out why Dad disappeared and why Mam hates him so much. It doesn’t explain why he hasn’t ever got in touch with me though.

But I still love him. And I love Darren.

I hate my life.
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‘Did you give her the laptop?’ Viola asked, her voice like a scalpel.

‘Yes, she was thrilled, even a little teary, which was sweet.’

Viola stirred her Earl Grey, the teaspoon clinking against the fine china cup. ‘I still have the feeling that I’ve met her before, don’t you think?’

‘No, I don’t think so. Maybe she just has one of those faces.’

‘Maybe. She’s very pretty. Those eyes.’ Viola watched her husband across the table as he sipped on a whisky, his attention on the book in his hand. ‘I think she’s a good fit for you as a mentor. I think this will be good for both of you.’

He looked up and smiled at her. ‘Really? Well, I’m glad – and I agree,’ he said, then returned to his book.

She watched him a moment longer, then picked up her phone from the table and began watching a video, the volume muted. The jerky footage showed Katherine leaving her house and walking down the street, wearing a denim skirt that sat mid-thigh, a tight white T-shirt that left little to the imagination and a battered leather jacket. Her hair was loose and flowing behind her as she hurried along, the bright scarf at her neck flapping in the breeze. Her hands clasping her coat closed at her throat made her seem anxious, as did her wide, darting eyes, as though she was checking around her suspiciously. A bus drove in front of the camera briefly before the image of her was back. She then disappeared into a train station and out of sight. The video began again, playing on a loop on Viola’s tiny mobile screen.

She watched a little longer, then put her phone face down on the table and picked up her teacup again.

‘The anniversary is next month,’ she said.

The words exploded into the room.

Sam set the book down again, this time with an audible slap, and looked at her without smiling this time. ‘Don’t you think I know that? But I do not want to talk about it now.’

‘You never do.’

‘Because some things are better left unsaid, Viola.’

He got up from the table and left, his book abandoned, the pages fluttering forlornly.
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Over the next few days, Sam and I chatted regularly in a WhatsApp group he had created for the two of us, pinging ideas back and forth in between banter. He was surprisingly funny once you got past the melodramatic overcoat he chose to wear.

I hadn’t told Helen or Paul about meeting Sam. I’d decided that this was going to be just for me for as long as possible. They didn’t need to know just yet. The laptop remained out of sight under my bed until I was alone and could use it without prying eyes and the need for explanations.

I told Helen I was still suffering from my hamstring injury so that I could forego our usual lengthy dog walks and exercise classes, ignoring the annoyance I could sense coming off her in waves. But I didn’t think I could keep my secret quiet if I saw her in person; I’d want to blurt it out instantly instead of nurturing it like an illicit love affair.

There had also been another note. This one just as unoriginal in content as the first.

WHO DOES YOUR FAMILY THINK YOU ARE? DO THEY KNOW THE TRUTH?

Identical plain white paper; identical typed capital letters. I’d stashed it in the same place as the first and slammed the drawer, pushing it from my mind, determined not to let anything ruin everything that was going right for me. Nothing could really take my mind off my next meeting with Sam though.

On Thursday, I made my way over to Sam’s apartment at the agreed time. I arrived five minutes early and rang the buzzer, my feet bouncing on the pavement. The door buzzed open and I made my way in. As I passed the downstairs flat, I could hear jazz music drifting through the closed door of 42a. Everything here oozed class and sophistication and was a million miles away from where I had grown up.

At the top of the stairs, Sam was standing in his doorway, a glass of whisky in his hand and a cravat at his throat, and I immediately thought of Hugh Hefner. I started to laugh as I approached him.

‘What’s this in aid of? Am I at the Playboy mansion?’

His eyes were sparkling and he looked genuinely delighted to see me. ‘Oh, it’s been a morning of meet and greets with my publisher. I like to dress the part of the eccentric writer now and again. And, trust me, I need the whisky,’ he said. ‘Now, I assume we only have a few hours, so shall we get started? I have some ideas of my own that I’d like to run past you too.’

‘I do have to get back for Lily and Jack, but you have my undivided attention until then.’ I followed him inside.

‘Lax of me, but I’ve not asked much about your family yet. How old did you say your children are?’

‘Lily is ten and Jack is eight. Very different characters, but they are my world, even when they’re driving me mad. What about you and Viola? Do you have children?’ I asked politely, although I couldn’t imagine Viola as the maternal type. She came across as too brittle in my experience.

‘No, we don’t. And your husband? What does he do?’

‘Paul? He’s in finance in the city. High on pressure, low on thrills, it would seem.’

‘And he’s supportive of your writing?’

I looked away. ‘Oh, you know… I guess he wants me to be happy and not stressed. I… I can get worked up about things sometimes, so he would prefer me to take on less on a day-to-day basis… but this is important to me and I think he recognises that. It’s complicated though.’

‘Most relationships are. Goodness knows, Viola and I haven’t had it easy over the years.’

‘Sorry, I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this.’

‘Well, I’d like to think we’re friends – and all of these interactions we have with different people are fodder for our stories, don’t forget. Never write off the importance of the little details, the nuances shared between people, the annoyances, the quirks. That is what will bring your story to life on the page.’ He paused. ‘I do hope he was okay about the laptop?’

‘Oh, erm, yeah… speaking of which, shall we start work?’

For the next hour we sat engrossed in words and imagery, debating ideas and running through writing exercises. When I was alone I had been struggling to get my thoughts and ideas into order, but with Sam the words flowed out of me in a steady stream, full and rich with layers. I was excited about my manuscript shaping itself into something special under his guidance and he seemed enthusiastic too.

Originally, I had based the story on when I had met Paul, the idea of a wealthy gentleman sweeping a lowly waitress off her feet, but it was evolving into a story about the waitress finding herself a prisoner in a gilded suburban cage. This book was turning out to be better therapy than all the hours I’d spent on my doctor’s couch over the years – and there’d been a few hours racked up by now.

We took a break for coffee and some posh dark chocolate cookies that Sam produced from a cupboard in the kitchen. We were sat at the breakfast bar laughing at me dunking my fancy biscuit in my latte when the door to the apartment burst open and Viola swept into the room, her long, camel-coloured coat flapping around her legs.

‘Oh, do excuse me for interrupting,’ she said.

I felt cold creep up the back of my legs. I hadn’t seen her since the publishing party and, much as Sam said she was fine with him mentoring me, I wasn’t sure what reception I would get in person.

‘Viola, nice to see you again,’ I said, approaching her with my hand outstretched.

‘No need for formalities,’ she replied and pulled me into a brief air kiss on each cheek. ‘Working hard, I see?’

‘A coffee break, darling. It has actually been a very productive afternoon so far. What brings you here?’ Sam said, getting to his feet.

‘Meeting with Andrew.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Is there one of those for me?’ She nodded at the coffee.

‘Absolutely.’ Sam went to make her a coffee and I sat back down to finish mine, not entirely sure what to say next.

‘So how is it coming on really, Katherine? Your book, I mean? Do you feel you are making progress?’ Her eyes glinted at me, but I found them incredibly difficult to read.

‘Very much so. The writing exercises are helping and are really useful in getting me into the habit of writing regularly rather than in fits and starts.’

‘And what does your husband make of you spending all this time with Sam?’

Why so many questions about Paul today?

‘Oh, you know, he understands,’ I replied vaguely, twisting the wedding ring on my finger around and around, the gold hot and tight against my skin.

‘Well, you’re only as good as the support system behind you. I do hope he’s proud of how hard you are working.’

‘Yes, of course. Oh, thank you so much for the laptop. It’s a godsend.’

‘My pleasure. We all have a vested interest in you succeeding after all.’

Sam handed her a steaming cappuccino.

‘Thank you, darling. Now, I have some work to be doing myself, so I will retire to my room so that I don’t disturb you.’ As she passed me, she rested a firm hand on my arm and said, ‘You will let me know if there is anything else you need, won’t you? I’m more than happy to help in any way I can.’

‘Thank you, Viola. I will.’ I smiled back at her, confused by the juxtaposition of her cold eyes and warm offer. Viola’s eyes flicked to Sam before she headed down the hallway and disappeared into another room.

Sam and I worked for another hour or so before I had to rush off for the train, but the atmosphere was more muted now that Viola had intruded, even though I didn’t see her again before I left. But I think we were both aware of her presence behind the door, like a faint scent in the air.

On the journey home, I scribbled notes on character weaknesses and plot holes in my notebook, my brain ruminating over possible solutions and where I could take the narrative next. All I wanted to do when I finally pushed through my own front door was to open the laptop again and keep going, but it was 4.20 p.m. and I was cutting it fine to collect Lily and Jack.

I did have time to quickly log on and change the last sentence of what I had typed earlier, a new way of saying it coming to me as the train had jolted and jarred through south-west London. But when I looked up again, the wall clock told me I was late, so I rushed out the door to collect the kids, leaving the laptop open on the kitchen table.

*

Spread out on her bed, with her papers and computer covering almost every inch of space, Viola heard the door to the apartment close and her fist tightened around the pen she was holding. She swallowed down the bile that had coated her gullet since she had seen Katherine here with Sam. Of course, she knew they were working together, but seeing them as cosy as they had been, their heads together as they giggled over chocolate cookies, clearly relaxed in each other’s company, had her bristling. It had taken a sheer force of will over the last hour to stop herself from bursting from the bedroom and thrusting that pen into Katherine’s ridiculous, cartoon eyes every time their laughter had filtered through the closed door. She composed herself, plastered a tight smile on her lips and emerged from her hiding place.

‘So how is she doing?’ she asked Sam, who was gazing out at the view beyond the windows.

He turned to face her. ‘Quite well. She certainly works hard and has some good ideas. It worries me that she doesn’t get much support at home though. She’s rather vague about all of that. I hope it doesn’t become a problem. But she is a delight to work with. So enthusiastic.’

Viola’s hands clenched at her sides as Sam’s eyes twinkled. ‘There’s often more going on behind closed doors than we think. You know that as well as anyone.’ She heard his small sigh. ‘And what about you? Written anything yourself?’ she probed.

Sam turned his back on her and walked away to sit at his desk. ‘I will let you know when I am ready to share what I have, Viola. You know that.’

‘Well, if it’s time for me to—’

‘No, it’s not. I’ve told you. We are doing it differently this time.’

Viola raised her hands. ‘Okay, I’m only offering. I will leave you to it.’

She wandered back down the hall, her bare feet sinking into the plush beige carpet. She paused briefly in front of a closed door to the right of the main bedroom, her hand outstretched towards the door handle. She let it rest gently for a moment, then removed her hand and returned to the bedroom and her spot on the bed. Propping herself up against the pillows, she pulled her laptop back onto her lap, checked her watch and calculated the time it would take to travel from Mayfair to Hampton Hill. Just over an hour perhaps? Plenty of time to fit in some more phone calls and another look at the contract lying next to her.

After an hour had passed, Viola clicked open an application on her desktop and enlarged the window that popped up. The image playing back at her showed a typical suburban family room with books, glue sticks, pots of glitter and letters strewn across a large, eight-seater table. Behind the table were partition doors that stood open, revealing an uninspiring lounge. Two children sat at the far end of the dining table eating what looked to be carrot sticks, houmous and grapes.

Viola wished there was sound on the video, but the spyware she’d had installed on the gifted laptop wasn’t advanced enough for that, so she watched as though a spectator in a silent movie theatre.

She sat up a little straighter as Katherine wandered into the shot and reached out a hand to stroke her son’s hair tenderly. He flinched out of the way, his attention diverted by the iPad lying next to his plate. The girl sitting beside him had a pretty face and long hair swept into a high ponytail. She was talking to Katherine, her hands gesticulating and her face animated. Katherine had now stopped to lean against the kitchen counter, a mug in her hands, and she was smiling as she listened. Viola studied Katherine’s face, the way her expression moved through love, pride and awe when looking at her daughter. Then Viola’s eyes flicked to the girl, curiously soaking up every detail – the way her ponytail swished as she talked; her carefully knotted school tie beneath a jumper embroidered with the school logo; her full lips that enunciated every word.

The girl pushed back from the table then and disappeared from the screen and Viola wanted to reach through the pixels and pull her back so that she could study her some more, aware of the gnawing hunger she felt as she watched this domestic scene, an appetite to know everything about Katherine and her family. The boy followed after his sister, then Katherine’s face filled the screen as she sat down in front of the laptop. She casually swept her own long dark hair up into a ponytail, using a hairband she had looped around her wrist. Viola’s fingertips tingled with the urge to thread themselves through the ponytail, to pull and yank the hair at the root. A painful heat wrapped around Viola’s heart, like a poultice infused with acid.

She closed her eyes for a second. When she reopened them, Katherine was still filling the screen, her face enlarged, every pore magnified. Viola noticed a raw cluster of spots below her bottom lip and fine lines between her eyebrows, betraying a tendency to frown.

Katherine’s fingers were tapping the keyboard, her tongue protruding from the corner of her mouth in concentration. Viola watched that tongue in fascination, the pink moistness of it, her head tilting to one side. Katherine frowned, tapped furiously on one key, mouthed what Viola could clearly lip-read as a swear word, then drained her mug with a look of sheer frustration. She sat back in her chair and stared off into space, her brow furrowed. Even now, with no make-up to cover the blemishes, her brow falling into its frown lines, her enormous eyes wide and unfocused, and her teeth chewing on her lip, she looked quite beautiful. Viola felt a snake of envy writhe through her and leaned closer into the screen, as though she could climb straight through, wishing she could so that she could wrap her own brittle hands around Katherine’s neck and squeeze until those big eyes bulged and popped.

*

Sam and I quickly fell into a familiar routine. I scheduled our twice-weekly meetings on Mondays and Thursdays when I knew the children were busy with after-school clubs, but I kept the details to myself and the laptop out of the way, so that Paul remained completely unaware of what I was doing. It was surprisingly easy since he rarely asked questions about what I got up to when he was at work. For me, the thrill of knowing I was doing something clandestine was addictive.

Helen was a different story though. I reluctantly told her about meeting Sam in case I ever needed her help or an alibi and, as suspected, she was quick to tell me I was playing with fire, as well as wasting my time in chasing a silly dream. To her, a day full of trips to the gym, shopping and box sets on Netflix was a day well spent and she couldn’t understand why I was adding extra pressure onto myself by trying to build a career as a writer at this stage of my life or why I was insisting on doing it on the hush.

She had said on the phone just yesterday when I had called to cancel our Zumba class that she was worried I was taking on too much. She knew what she was talking about. She had been privy to the gossip when we had first met and had appointed herself as my own personal bodyguard against the slings and arrows that had come at me in those first few months. I had felt obliged to tell her my side of the story over one too many glasses of Sauvignon Blanc one night, but rather than feeling lighter through my confession, I had come to feel as though her knowledge of my biggest regret had become a weapon of sorts in her hands, something she brought up when she felt me pulling away from her or getting ahead of myself – as I apparently was now. The similarities between her and Paul were startling, but she would be horrified if I ever pointed out that she was just like him. She was one of those friends who felt it necessary to keep you in your box so that she felt better about her own life. Paul treated me similarly by using my guilt and sense of indebtedness to him to keep me contained and disciplined, at his beck and call.

Sam was different. He was funny, engaging and generous with his knowledge and time. Our meetings had quickly become the highlight of my week and a tonic for my soul, and I think the same could be said of him. He seemed to take pleasure in seeing me excel. I quickly came to realise that there was an underlying vulnerability and pain that lurked behind his outward persona that was never discussed, but I could feel him relaxing and unwinding more every time we met. Knowing that he seemed to get as much out of our arrangement as I did helped to alleviate the guilt of my duplicity.

I was also very much aware that my feelings for him threatened to develop beyond a harmless crush into more dangerous territory and I was determined to get a handle on that before it got out of hand. I was not looking for any additional drama in my life and, since the night of the party, he had never given me any indication that he felt the same. I knew part of what I was feeling was about being liberated, both emotionally and creatively, when I was with him rather than an attraction to Sam himself and I was careful to keep it all above board. Paul may not be perfect, but he was still my husband and I knew first-hand how an affair could destroy a family at its very core.

So I concentrated as much as possible on the reason behind our meetings, determined as I was to be a diligent, open-minded student who soaked up every drop of his expertise. As a result, we covered a lot of groundwork with my novel, the ideas coming to me thick and fast, although he was still reticent to show me what he was working on, even though I repeatedly asked if I could help. On that score there was impatience in his tone when I brought it up and I decided not to push him on it.

Today, as we sat on the couch, he seemed quieter than usual. We were working on my narrative timeline, plotting it linearly on large A3 pieces of paper so that I could see where there were glaring holes.

‘Is everything ok?’ I asked after catching him gazing out of the window.

He pulled his eyes back to me. ‘Oh, don’t mind me, just plenty on my mind today.’

‘Should I go? We can do this another time.’ My heart sank at having to pack up and leave already though.

‘No, of course not! You do me more good being here than not. I’m being selfish, I apologise. I tell you what, let’s take a break. I have a little something for you anyway.’

‘Ok,’ I said tentatively. The last time he gave me something it was an expensive laptop.

He got to his feet and disappeared into the kitchen, then returned with a platter in his hand.

‘Remember our Snapchat the other day? When you said you’d never tried sushi after I’d been to that new restaurant?’ I did remember. Lily had recently introduced me to the Snapchat trend and Sam and I had had a laugh setting up a ‘streak’, as the kids called it. What I liked the most about Snapchat was the fact that the messages disappeared, so if Paul ever did get suspicious and look at my phone, there would be nothing of relevance for him to see. I was becoming quite the covert operative.

The platter was covered in various types of sushi and I laughed out loud. This was another of the quirks of our friendship. He found it amusing that my working class upbringing meant I had not discovered certain delicacies such as caviar and sushi. Not only had he become my teacher in all things literary, but also in the ways of the upper classes.

‘These are California rolls and nigiri maki,’ he said, pointed out the intricate and beautiful rolls and shapes before me. ‘And that,’ he pointed to a small pot of neon green paste, ‘is the star of the show, the acidic assassin that is wasabi. Use it sparingly.’

I copied him as he dipped and prepped, then popped the entire roll in his mouth. The wasabi did indeed burn like acid and I coughed and retched as it caught at the back of my throat. Sam found this hilarious and before long his forlornness was forgotten and I was crying with laughter too.

Last week he had opened an expensive bottle of wine (without divulging its true cost) and showed me how to taste properly, the swillings and ruminations supposedly revealing different flavours and tones. Paul liked wine but didn’t like to spend too much money on it, while Sam enjoyed the expensive offerings without flinching at the price tag. The wine was like silk on my tongue and I allowed myself two glasses before reluctantly passing on a third, conscious that I had to head home to my husband afterwards. Sam paired the wine with a variety of cheeses and went about describing the difference between them and how the wine could change their flavour. I told him that the cheese all smelled like feet and tasted like I had licked a dog’s arse and that the wine just tasted like wine. I thought he’d be offended, but instead he guffawed and told me that he couldn’t banish the Geordie in me in one afternoon.

The cultural differences between us were indeed marked, but it became a weird common ground as I became an Eliza Doolittle of sorts. He would talk to me about plays he had seen, exhibitions he had attended and restaurants he’d tried, and I wished I could go to them with him. It didn’t cross my mind to see if Paul would be interested in coming with me to see any of these plays or to eat at any of the restaurants Sam mentioned. Paul was more of a cup of tea while napping in front of a National Geographic documentary with an iPad on his chest kind of man and certainly not known for extravagance. And part of me wanted to keep these little experiences just between Sam and I. It wouldn’t be the same with Paul.

In return, I educated Sam on the trashy American TV programmes I liked and my love of EastEnders inherited from my TV addict mother. I told him about chips doused in curry sauce and introduced him to young adult authors that Lily liked to read. As a result, he became engrossed in The Hunger Games series of books.

Essentially, I felt enriched when I was with Sam, my eyes opened to a world outside Hampton Hill and the confines of my slightly overgrown border shrubs. He was becoming more of a real friend than anyone else in my life because he saw me for what I was and what I could be, not what I was supposed to be.

What I did struggle to get my head around was Viola. Although we had not seen each other again since that afternoon when Sam and I were working, she had begun to foster a sort of relationship with me herself by emailing me articles on the writing process she thought I would find interesting and texting me to comment on some of my writing that Sam had apparently shown her. I increasingly realised I had been quick to judge her because her emails were warm, friendly and showed a distinctly softer side than I had seen so far.

All in all, for the first time in a very long while, I was happy.

That happiness did not go unnoticed at home. Paul came home early from work one Thursday and I had only just got through the door, packed the kids’ schoolbags into the cupboard under the stairs from where they had abandoned them in the doorway and started knocking up some healthy snacks for them. There’d been another note on the mat, but I didn’t even read it this time, just shoved it in my pocket and carried on as though it was never there. I wouldn’t let this coward of a bully ruin things for me. I stubbornly turned on the radio and sang along to an eighties classic as I cut up cucumber batons and dished out rice cakes. Nothing like the snacks I used to have after school, which mostly involved a packet of salt and shake crisps and a quarter of midget gems from the newsagents as I walked home.

My new laptop was still tucked away in my backpack, but when I heard the key in the front door and Bo bark, I panicked, my mouth drying up and the song freezing in my throat. My hand automatically reached around to feel the paper in my pocket.

‘You’re home early! Hi!’ I said in a prim falsetto as Paul wandered into the kitchen, loosening his tie while Bo yapped at his feet. He looked weary, his usually neat, greying hair standing up in tufts and his brow pulled tight.

‘My meeting was cancelled while I was on my way there, so I came home instead. Get me a coffee, would you?’ I could feel the euphoric hangover from my meeting with Sam fizzling away.

Lily and Jack heard his voice and barrelled into the room, flinging their arms around him. ‘Daddy, you’re home early!’

He pushed them off, saying, ‘Yes, yes, but let’s keep the noise down. Daddy has a headache.’

‘Guys, give Daddy his fifteen minutes of quiet time, please. Go on in the lounge and I will bring your snacks through to you.

‘No, I don’t want crumbs in the lounge. Stay here, I’m going into my study,’ Paul said, then looked closely at me. ‘You look pretty today. Have you changed your hair?’

‘Well, I washed and styled it this morning…’ I blushed at the unexpected compliment and at knowing that I hadn’t done it for him.

‘I like it,’ he said and left the room.

I busied myself with making his coffee but knew my relaxed afternoon had now come to an abrupt end.

As I knocked on the study door and entered, I found him sitting slumped in his chair, his hand propping him up. I handed over his mug and said, ‘Everything okay? You don’t seem yourself.’

‘Headache, that’s all,’ he mumbled and took a sip from the mug. ‘Is there sugar in this?’

‘Sorry, I thought you were cutting back.’

He pushed to his feet with a sigh and stomped back into the kitchen, mug in hand. I followed like a faithful dog. The kids had retreated to the lounge out of the way, taking Bo with them, for once not pestering about how hungry they were and happy to wait for their snacks. Paul had a strange way of dictating the mood in our house within seconds of walking through the door.

Taking his mug from him, I spooned some sugar into it and stirred it through. ‘There’s some ibuprofen in the cupboard over there.’

He kicked off his brogues and left them abandoned where they lay, then walked over to the cupboard in his stockinged feet. ‘Why is the underfloor heating on? It’ll cost a fortune and it’s not that cold yet.’

‘Sorry, I just felt a bit chilly and wanted to warm the kitchen up. I’ll turn it down.’

I watched him as he rummaged in the cupboard, clamping down on the sigh I could feel wanted to escape. I pulled my cardigan close.

He pulled out the tub of ibuprofen and managed to dislodge a few more pill packets too. Picking them up, he began to shove them back into the cupboard, then his hand stilled on a long white box. He pulled the sleeve of pills from the box and studied it. I stopped breathing.

‘You haven’t been taking these.’

‘Well, I… er… because I’m feeling really good at the moment. I’m writing a bit and it’s proving very therapeutic, so I thought I would take a break from them, see how I get on.’ My voice was quiet.

‘Did you run it past Dr Hathaway? What does she think?’

‘No, I didn’t. I haven’t seen her in a while.’

He threw the pill box onto the counter. ‘God, Katie, you know you need to take them! We don’t want you relapsing, do we? I don’t think I could go through all that again. And you can’t just go cold turkey. You know there are side-effects – paranoia, insomnia, headaches.’ He ran his hands through his hair, making it stand up even more. ‘You have seemed on edge lately, don’t you think? Preoccupied and twitchy. That’ll be why.’

I had forgotten to take my pills three days ago when I was distracted with rushing out the door to meet Sam, then I’d decided to try going without them altogether since I was feeling so euphoric. I had been struggling to sleep since I’d stopped taking them, but rather than it being a problem, the early hours of the morning proved to be a fantastic time to write when the world was quiet, but I wasn’t about to admit that to Paul. I made sure I was back in bed and asleep (or pretending to be) by the time he woke up each morning because I knew he wouldn’t understand.

‘But it’s different this time. I feel in control, happy – that’s what the writing means to me. I’m excited about it and I think I can do without the pills now.’

‘Katie, you know you aren’t strong enough without them. And the writing will only put you under more pressure. Now, please just take your pills and we’ll say nothing more about it.’ He was glaring at me, challenging me with every word. He held out the box and rattled it at me. ‘I’m only thinking of what’s best for you.’

I paused, considered whether it was worth the argument, then stepped forward and took the box from him.

‘There’s a good girl,’ he said, running his hand over my hair like he did when he was petting Bo. ‘I really do like your hair like that,’ he added, tilting my chin up with his thumb, then he turned his back to put the Nurofen pot back in the cupboard.

I closed my eyes for a moment, my teeth tight in my jaw, then pushed the pills into my palm before putting the box back down on the countertop. I went to fill a glass of water at the kitchen sink, feeling his eyes on my back, before the tension in the air was expelled like a deflating balloon as he left the room. Once I was sure he was gone, I washed the pills down the sink.

*

27 March 1996

I did it. I slept with Darren. God, I hope Mam never reads this. He invited me back to his mam’s after taking me to the cinema for my birthday. I didn’t realise we would have the house to ourselves and I wasn’t sure, but I also wanted to stop Melissa from sniffing around him. He swears nothing happened with her, but I don’t believe him. Anyway, it was quick and uncomfortable and nothing worth writing about. I’m not sure what all the fuss is about. I felt a bit weird afterwards, like my body and my mind weren’t together any more, like my body was separate to me. He was the same afterwards. Actually, he was nicer than normal, like he was grateful or something, so I think I did the right thing. For him anyway; not sure about me. Too late now.

In other news, I finally had a breakthrough with my writing. I sent a short story through to Girl Magazine a few months ago and totally forgot about it, but then got a letter today to say they’ll be publishing it in their next issue and that I’ve won £50! My first payment for my writing! Mam was actually quite proud of me, I think, and it was so nice to see her smile for a change. I said I’d give her the money so that she could treat herself to something nice. She won’t do it, but I could see she was chuffed.

Maybe that’s why I let Darren sleep with me – I was just in a really nice place and wanted to carry on making people happy.

But now all I can think about is how proud Dad would’ve been about the story – and how I don’t ever want to be as lonely as Mam is.
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Helen and I headed out to walk the dogs the next morning and I invited her to come over after school so that the kids could hang out and we could share a bottle of wine. We hadn’t done that in ages and she accepted eagerly, which made me feel dreadful for inadvertently pushing her aside over the last couple of weeks. I’d missed her, even if our conversations were superficial and shallow compared to those I shared with Sam.

After the dog walk, I spent a few hours writing, feeling myself getting drawn into the world I was describing. The jarring chime of the doorbell interrupted me and a glance at the clock made me realise just how much time had passed and how engrossed I had been. Gone were the days of counting the hours until the kids came home from school just so that I would have something to do, someone to talk to.

I approached the door nervously, not sure whether to expect a brick through the glass or something worse. For the last few days, the feeling of being watched had multiplied. Every time I left my house, I felt exposed, like a specimen in a petri dish with unseen eyes studying me. I hoped it was just the paranoia from not taking my pills that Paul had warned me about because at least then I knew it would pass. But the notes were still coming, one every other day or so, all saying the same type of thing: that they knew who I really was, what I’d done and suggesting they would tell my family the truth. The drawer upstairs was becoming quite a container of venom, but I bizarrely didn’t want to destroy the letters. They were evidence that the paranoia was justified. I felt like the only things that were stabilising me were my writing, my meetings with Sam and the unconditional joy I got from seeing my children every day. As long as I had that, I could ignore the notes, safe in the knowledge that if whoever it was wanted to tell my family, they would have done so by now. They merely wanted to toy with me, torment me, see me squirm – and I would not give them the pleasure if I could help it.

Even so, I kept the chain on and opened the door a crack. A delivery man was standing on the doorstep, his face partially obscured by the large bunch of flowers in his arms.

Pulling back the chain, I opened the door fully and accepted the bouquet curiously. This was certainly not Paul’s style. Closing the door behind me, I wandered back into the kitchen and pulled the florist card from the arrangement.

Love spending time with you. S x

I smiled at Sam’s thoughtfulness, refusing to let my mind dwell on the ‘x’. We were friends; there was nothing more to it than that. Rewind and repeat.

But how was I going to explain these to Paul?

The arrangement was big and clumsy, full of still closed yellow lilies, which I generally didn’t like because they reminded me of funeral flowers, their petals like wagging tongues when they opened. But I didn’t want to throw them away. That seemed wasteful and disrespectful somehow. Maybe I could say Helen had sent them.

Mulling it over, I went to find a vase and arranged the long stems in some water, then I tucked the card away in my laptop case.

Thinking of Helen made me look around and realise the place was a mess. Since I had spent all day writing so far, the breakfast dishes were still strewn across the table, there was mess from one end of the lounge to the other and Paul’s ties, socks, shoes and magazines were still lying where he’d abandoned them last night.

Helen’s house was always immaculate. Not only were her and her husband obsessively neat and tidy, but she also had a cleaner twice a week, so there was never a spoon out of place or a tea stain on the countertops. My house always felt chaotic and filthy in comparison since my children and husband were not fond of helping out in that regard. The responsibility of the house lay solely at my feet and lately I had let things slip more than usual, which Paul had been quick to point out with a raised eyebrow and tight lips. What had he said yesterday? That I was preoccupied? I had since mentioned to him that I was tired and had been resting through the day to placate him, but I would have to pull my socks up soon because it was just giving him more fodder to say that I couldn’t cope.

I whizzed around with a duster and vacuum cleaner. With only an hour to the end of the school day, I didn’t have a lot of time left. I shuffled mess and shoved dirty washing in the machine, loaded the dishwasher and spritzed the countertops with lemony antibacterial spray while Bo got under my feet and tried to distract me with his toys.

When 3.15 p.m. arrived, I had a sheen of sweat on my brow and a headache settling in behind my eyes. My phone chirped and I was pleased to see a message from Helen to say she would collect the kids from class with her two and walk them over to save me a trip out. She knew how much I hated the school run with the chattering mums and raised, knowing eyebrows. Relieved, I sent her a grateful reply of acceptance.

As I went to put my phone down, it buzzed again. Expecting another text from Helen, I read:

Careful, I’m watching you.

I froze. Then I read it again. The number it had come from was one I didn’t recognise. My head began to throb and I swayed on my feet. I sat down heavily on the chair in the kitchen in case my legs gave out. Was this the same person who had written the notes? Someone else?

I didn’t have time to think about it for long before the doorbell rang. I could hear my children giggling through the letter box and calling Bo’s name as he yelped and barked excitedly, so I got heavily to my feet and tried to brush away the cold fingers that I could feel clamping around my throat.

Helen and the children arrived in a cacophony of greetings, laughter, kisses and stories about their day. The four kids then disappeared into the garden onto the trampoline, even though the early November air was growing chillier by the day, while Helen and I settled at the table. I ignored the tremble of my fingers as I poured us cold glasses of wine and pulled open a big bag of crisps. A token gesture really because we would only nibble on them before the kids hoovered them up later.

‘Nice flowers. Secret admirer? Or has Paul come over all romantic?’ There was no love lost between Helen and Paul. She found him dull, although she’d only insinuated that rather than come right out and said as much. They tolerated each other when they had to, just as Paul tolerated Helen’s husband, Ed, too. I rather liked Ed. He was funny and a playful dad compared to Paul’s style of detached parenting, which was more focused on discipline and playing the bad cop to my good cop.

‘Nothing gets past you, does it?’ I looked over to where I had arranged the flowers on the sideboard.


‘Well, it is an enormous bunch. I’m guessing not from Paul then?’

‘No, from Sam actually.’

Helen’s pencilled eyebrows shot through her fringe. ‘Well, well, well…’

‘He just wanted to cheer me up, I think. Nothing more than that.’ Even so, every time my eyes caught on them, my veins buzzed.

Helen took a thoughtful sip of wine. ‘Are you sure about that?’

‘Yes, I’m sure.’ I copied her by sipping on my own wine. I avoided her curious stare and looked out of the glass doors into the garden where I could see the kids tearing around, jumping and laughing. ‘Besides, we’re both married,’ I added. She was still watching me and I could feel my cheeks redden.

‘How is the wife? What’s her name again? Something Shakespearian?’

It was my turn to raise my eyebrows.

‘What? Don’t patronise me, I’ve read Shakespeare – under duress!’ she retorted with mock indignation.

I giggled. ‘Sorry, Hels. It’s Viola and she’s been really lovely, actually. Really supportive. She’s been texting me and sending me emails about my writing. I have to say, I’m loving the whole process.’

‘You do look like you’ve got a bit of colour in your cheeks, more so than I’ve seen in a long time.’

‘Thanks, yes, I feel good. Things are going well.’ I paused. ‘But I do need a favour though.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Right…’

‘I need you to say that you sent me the flowers.’

‘Still not being straight with Paul, then?’

‘Not exactly. And he would jump to the wrong conclusion if he thought Sam had sent them, just like you did.’

‘Okay, but this can’t be healthy for either of you.’ She leaned forward in her chair and put her glass down. ‘Look, I know he’s your husband and everything, but he really does stifle you, doesn’t he? That’s what this whole writing thing is really all about. You stretching your legs, doing something naughty, testing the boundaries. Maybe being straight with him about the flowers will force him to loosen his grip on you a bit. A bit of jealousy can do wonders to spice things up.’ She winked.

I grimaced. ‘I don’t want to spice things up. I just want to get on with my writing. And it’s not about that – it’s actually about writing a book I can get published and be proud of. Besides, you know Paul’s had good reason to protect me in the past. That’s all he’s doing now.’ I thought of the notes and today’s text message, feeling cold. If I really believed what I was saying, surely I would’ve told him about the messages?

‘No, Katie, he’s controlling you, even down to telling you what to make for dinner.’

A little while ago I had made the mistake of telling her that he liked to text me mid-afternoon sometimes to tell me what to cook. I had once decided to go with what I had originally intended and he had refused to eat it, choosing instead to go out and find dinner elsewhere in a sulk. I now knew to check the menu with him before he left for work so that I had time to prepare in advance if he wanted something different.

‘That’s just his particular tastes, that’s all. He doesn’t have a varied palate. And he doesn’t do it every day.’

She sat back exasperated. ‘Rather you than me, that’s all I’m saying.’

‘So will you cover for me?’ I pressed in an attempt to keep on topic.

‘Sure,’ she replied, tight-lipped.

I sighed. ‘There must be little things about Ed that drive you mad or that you’ve had to work around in your marriage?’

‘Yes, but they really are little things – like the fact that he has to have the toilet roll facing a certain way and will change them all around if he isn’t happy and that he likes the towels to be folded lengthways. But that’s minor stuff and it’s not the end of the world if it doesn’t happen.’

‘Just like it’s not the end of the world in our house too.’

‘So why are you not being straight with him about Sam then?’

‘Because I don’t like to upset him or end up in an argument. You know I hate confrontation.’

She sat forward again, concern wrinkling the foundation caked on her brow. ‘Katie, does he hit you or the kids?’


I recoiled. ‘God, no, Helen! Why would you ask that?’

She held her hands up. ‘Sorry, I just needed to ask. You’re just so submissive around him, that’s all.’

‘No, I’d never let that happen again!’ My voice was shrill.

‘Again? What do you mean, again?’

‘Nothing, it’s just… I had a boyfriend back in high school that hit me a couple of times before I left him, that’s all.’ I shook my head, the angry heat on the back of my neck bringing a sheen of sweat to my upper lip as I thought about it. ‘Paul is nothing like that. He loves me and only wants to protect me. And I like to make him happy. There’s nothing wrong with that.’ I took a big slurp of wine, not comfortable with where the conversation had ended up. ‘Let’s change the subject, okay? What happened at the PTA meeting this week? Did Lisa get to be in charge of the Christmas fair in the end?’

I only half listened to her reply. Something about what she had implied was niggling at me. I’d never had reason to doubt Paul’s motives, but perhaps because my head was clearer now since I hadn’t been taking my pills, something was tapping away at my subconscious, wanting me to let it in.

I poured out more wine in the hope that some more Sauvignon Blanc would silence the tick-tick-tick. I forced myself back into the conversation by sharing some ideas with Helen for the Christmas fair, even though there was no way in hell I would offer to help or even turn up on the day. Helen had always taken Lily and Jack for me, thus sparing me the anxiety of facing up to such a shark tank of an event.

As we discussed the idea of a themed cake stall, Jack came tearing into the kitchen, trailing mud and complaining about being hungry. I looked at the clock and was surprised for the umpteenth time that day at how much time had passed.

‘Oh god, I need to get the oven on for the pizza! Paul will be home soon.’

‘Great,’ Helen replied sarcastically. I scowled at her as she got up to help me prepare the kids’ tea.

Paul arrived at the worst possible time, just as the kids were in the middle of eating and the volume level had gone beyond loud to ear-splitting. They were singing silly songs and laughing uproariously at themselves just as he slouched through the door. His face immediately fell when he saw Helen sitting at the head of the table, glass of wine in hand.

‘Woah, can we keep the noise down please?’ he bellowed.

‘Daddy, listen to Lil’s song! It’s hilarious!’ Jack screeched.

Lily proudly burst into a high-pitched, tuneless tirade, resulting in more peals of laughter from the other kids, but Paul shouted over her to quieten down and that it wasn’t ladylike for little girls to be singing songs about farting.

Lily immediately stopped laughing and slumped in her chair and the other kids all shut up pretty quickly too. The mood barometer had kicked in.

‘Paul, how’s things?’ Helen said into the silence.

‘Helen. Fine, thank you.’ His eyes fell on the flowers. ‘They look expensive. Been treating yourself, Katherine?’

‘No, Helen kindly brought them as a thank you for having the kids over.’

‘That’s rather extravagant, don’t you think, Helen? Ed must be doing well for himself these days.’

‘Well, if I can’t make my best friend feel special…’ and she winked at me surreptitiously.

He watched us closely for a moment, the air falling awkwardly around us, until he said, ‘I’ll just get out of your way.’

The awkwardness followed him through the door like a cloud.

Helen raised her eyes at me and I giggled, which set the kids off again. ‘Shhh or he’ll come back in here like the Gruffalo again,’ I whispered to them, then tiptoed to the fridge to the sounds of their giggles.

I took him a conciliatory cold beer and found him sitting, scowling at his iPad, his tie askew and his legs crossed on the couch in the lounge, with the partition doors closed to our noise. He had also closed the window shutters to the outside world, even though it wasn’t quite dark outside yet. I was happy with that. Lately I’d been pulling the shutters tight like a shield as soon as the sun started to dip.

I handed him the beer with a light kiss. ‘Good day?’

‘Why is she still here? I was hoping for some peace and quiet when I got home.’

‘Sorry, but she hasn’t been here long and the kids are having fun.’

‘Have they done their homework?’

‘Not yet, they’ve been playing – and it’s Friday.’ His mouth pulled hard on the bottle. ‘They won’t be here much longer, then I’ll make us some dinner once the kids are in bed,’ I said, resting a hand lightly on his arm.

He heaved a sigh, reached over and placed his cold hand on mine. ‘Fine. Bring me some of those crisps and keep the doors closed please.’

I did as I was told, but the light-hearted fun of the evening had now vanished and I wanted nothing more than for Helen to go so that normal service could resume, the noise in the other room now grating on my ears too.

*

Later that evening, once the kids were in bed and Paul lay sleeping on the couch in front of a documentary about steam trains, I sneaked past him and disappeared upstairs. My laptop lay hidden under the bed. I didn’t dare take it out as I could never tell how long he would be asleep downstairs. Sometimes it was ten minutes and other times it was all night. Instead, I brushed my teeth and climbed into bed as quietly as I could, hoping he would stay where he was. I plugged my phone in to charge on the bedside table next to me and quickly typed out a WhatsApp to Sam thanking him for the flowers. His reply was almost immediate.

Glad you like them. But thank Viola as they were her idea. She is very impressed at how hard you are working, as am I. See you soon, S x

I smiled to myself, feeling a bubble of warmth bouncing through my chest. Then the bubble burst as I thought about the text message from earlier. I opened the message, read it again, then closed it hurriedly, not wanting to taste the vitriol in the words. Instead, I turned on my Kindle and turned out the light. Snuggling into my pillow and tucking my knees up, I forced my mind to concentrate on the book I was reading. It was about a woman who was struggling to come to terms with her daughter’s death while being tormented by an unnamed stalker and it was sad, moving and thrilling in equal measures. The irony was not lost on me and I let myself be sucked into the words. I was just falling into the plot when I heard the lounge door open and heavy feet on the stairs.

I sighed, quickly marked my place and turned off the Kindle, then rolled onto my side to face the wall. I closed my eyes tightly as Paul come into the room. He headed straight into the bathroom, flinging the light on as he went. As usual, he didn’t try to keep the noise down as he splashed and coughed, spat toothpaste and flushed the toilet. Then he turned off the bathroom light and practically threw himself into bed, the mattress groaning and bouncing under his weight.

I didn’t take the bait but instead lay perfectly still and made deep, heavy breathing sounds, as though I was sleeping the slumber of the dead. His arm reached across and stroked my shoulder, but I lay ice-still. After a moment, he sighed and flung himself onto his side. Within minutes I heard his own breathing slow.

I felt my body relax once I knew he was asleep. I was still wide awake though. I could see the shadow of the tree outside my window dancing in the moonlight, the branches like thin arms and spindly fingers. The more I watched, the more it looked like someone writhing in the breeze, tapping to be let in. The thought frightened me. Feeling like a child scared of the dark, I climbed out of bed soundlessly, then crept downstairs with my laptop for a few hours of writing.
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On Monday morning I received a WhatsApp from Sam saying that he couldn’t meet with me as usual because he’d had a breakthrough with his novel and needed some writing time of his own, but would I mind if Viola met me instead. She had offered to come to the house to save me a trip into London and, although I was inexplicably nervous about the idea of seeing her here in my own territory, not having to make the trip into town would mean we had more time to meet and I would have one less thing to agonise over, so I agreed.

Viola then texted to say she would arrive at 12.30 p.m., meaning I had a few hours to tidy up the weekend debris that seemed to have built up stealthily and bake some cookies to offer her. Nothing like a blatant attempt to bribe a new teacher.

By 12.15 p.m., I was sitting primly on the couch, unsure what to do with myself apart from unnecessarily plumping cushions and plucking stray hairs from the arm of the chair. At 12.30 p.m. promptly, the doorbell rang and Viola wafted in on a cloud of Chanel.

I invited her into the lounge initially, taking her camel-coloured coat from her and marvelling at the weight of it in on my arm. She made a suitable fuss of Bo while I hung her coat over the banister in the hallway.

‘Well, this is… homely.’ Her eyes swept over the room, taking in the stuffed bookcases, boxes of games tucked into the corner and posed family photographs.

‘Thanks,’ I said, although I was left wondering if it was actually a compliment. ‘Can I offer you some tea or coffee?’

‘An Earl Grey would be lovely.’

‘Sit, please, make yourself at home. I’ll get the tea.’

I walked into the kitchen and let out the breath I’d been holding. Earl Grey – did I even have any? I reached into the top cupboard. There were boxes of green tea, fruit infusions and various herbal blends, all bought when Paul suggested a new health kick and all designated to the back of the cupboard eventually along with the good intentions. Right at the back I found an old box of Twining’s Earl Grey. Probably well past its sell-by date and tasting of little more than dust now, but it would have to do.

I wiped over a tea tray and set some cups, saucers and a warmed teapot on it with a tiny milk jug and the plate of the freshly baked cookies that were still warm.

Taking a stoic breath, I returned to the lounge with the tray. Viola was peering at a photo frame containing an early school photo of Lily, holding it close to her eyes as though studying every freckle, her thumb stroking the glass curiously. She replaced it quickly on the shelf when I entered the room.

I set the tray down on the coffee table.

‘Are these your children?’ she asked over her shoulder.

‘Yes.’ I walked over to her as she picked up another frame. This photo was of Lily, Jack and me, and had been taken last year. I remembered the captured moment well. I had convinced Paul to take us to the beach on a rare summery bank holiday afternoon and, after complaining about the inevitable traffic, he had finally agreed, but only because his plans to go cycling had been cancelled at the last minute. The day had been warm and cloudless and the kids had loved running free across the pebble beach in Brighton. Paul had rolled up the sleeves on his shirt and I was pleasantly pink in the face. We ate fish and chips out of the paper, but the fish had been soggy and the chips cold, so Paul had complained and ended up in a finger-pointing argument with the chip-shop owner. By way of distraction, I had taken the kids to buy an ice cream and the three of us had posed for the selfie, dripping cones in our hands, looking relaxed and carefree in the moment.

‘This is Jack – he’s eight – and this is Lily, ten but going on thirty.’ I smiled as I gazed at their faces.

‘And your husband?’

I pointed to a small framed photograph, which showed Paul and I smiling sweetly in our wedding photo. ‘That’s Paul there.’

‘Oh, I didn’t realise he was so much older than you.’

I shrugged. ‘Fifteen years – it’s not that much really and I look quite different in that photo, younger for a start.’

‘Hmmm. Different hair, yes. How did you two meet?’

‘He walked into the restaurant where I was working as a waitress and I served him lunch. The rest is history, as they say. What about you and Sam?’ I said, attempting to steer the focus onto her.

‘University – we were in a creative writing class together.’ She continued to study the photographs as I hovered behind her awkwardly.

‘Um, please, sit – unless you’d rather sit at the table in the other room so that we can spread out?’

‘No, here is fine for now.’ Her tone was brisk, but she didn’t move to sit down. Instead, she ran her finger along the spines of the books on the bookshelves. ‘Did you always want to write?’

I perched on the edge of the couch and poured the tea with nervous hands. ‘I wrote loads as a teenager and had lofty ambitions of being a writer then, but it just wasn’t to be. Reality got in the way, I guess. I took a break from writing for a few years and then decided that I missed it. That and I had a good idea for a novel that wouldn’t go away. Cookie?’

‘No, thank you. Is your husband supportive of your writing?’

‘He wants me to be happy, whatever that entails. Why do you ask?’ The number of questions was starting to annoy me, especially her repetitive curiosity about Paul. I felt like I was in an interview and she wasn’t making any effort to put me at ease.

‘It’s just that you need support when you’re a writer. It is a solitary pursuit but a difficult one and it’s important to have someone in your corner. Sam certainly wouldn’t be where he is today without me supporting him.’ She said it without arrogance, merely stating the facts as they were.

‘Speaking of which, should we get to work?’ I said pointedly.

‘In a moment. I want to get to know you first.’ This time she did turn to face me, giving me a curious look that I couldn’t read. She took a step towards me, but still didn’t make to sit down. ‘You know, Sam speaks very highly of you. You’ve certainly made an impression.’

‘Well, he’s been very generous with his time and is incredibly patient.’

‘Hmmmm.’ She towered over me. I took hold of my teacup, hoping it wouldn’t rattle against the saucer and betray my discomfort. ‘He likes to have someone to save sometimes.’

‘Is that what I am?’ I was further irked by that. I didn’t want to be anyone’s pet project. I could hear my mobile phone ringing insistently in the kitchen where I had left it when I was making the tea. I got to my feet, ready to bid a hasty retreat to answer it, but she carried on talking.

‘Well, let’s just say he has reached a stage in his life where he wants to make a difference and if he can help you to get published, then in a way, he will see it as his duty. His legacy, if you will. I let him do it. It keeps him happy.’ The phone stopped ringing. Viola finally moved to sit down in the armchair facing me. ‘May I?’ She reached out an arm clad in lemon cashmere and took a cookie from the tray. ‘Did your children help you to make these?’

The change in subject matter was dizzying and I was starting to wish she hadn’t come. She was alternately sweet and salty, and it was unnerving. ‘No, not this time. Although Lily does love to bake. She will often take it upon herself to bake something on the weekend. Scones are her speciality and she loves to make breakfast pancakes, although the clearing up is usually my job.’

‘Well, these are very good.’ She had taken one small nibble and placed the rest on the edge of her saucer.

‘Thank you.’

‘Tell me why you write, why you want to be published.’

This was safer ground for me. ‘For Lily and Jack, I suppose. It’s the only thing I’ve really been any good at, so it’s to show them that their mother can be someone, can achieve something with hard work. I haven’t really had an opportunity to do that until now. And I guess it’s about creating a legacy, as you say, something to leave behind, a body of work that will outlive me. For years I think the idea of failing at the one thing that I was told I was good at scared me into not trying. Now I’m less worried about that than I am about my children growing up disappointed in my lack of achievements. Although the idea that everyone will hate my book does keep me up at night sometimes.’ I chuckled lightly.

‘So you struggle to sleep?’

I frowned. ‘No, I, er… I was joking.’ I nibbled on the skin around my thumb.

Viola stared at the shelf of photographs again. ‘Sam often talks about his legacy. We don’t have children – did he tell you that?’

‘He may have mentioned it.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘No, I didn’t ask. None of my business really.’

There was that pinprick glare again. Her fingers gripped white on the handle of the china cup. I fully expected it to snap off in her hand. ‘Quite.’ She sipped her tea. ‘Since we have no children, Sam’s legacy has become his books and I suppose mine is intrinsically tied up in that in more ways than one.’ She set down the teacup again. ‘What did you do before you had children? You mentioned teaching?’

I shifted in my seat, feeling heat in my cheeks as the interrogation continued. ‘I worked in a local school with nursery age children.’ I could hear my phone ringing again.

Viola was oblivious. ‘And why did you stop doing that?’

‘I’m sorry, I think I can hear my phone ringing in the kitchen. Oh, and your cup is empty. More tea? I’ll make a fresh pot before we get started.’ I got to my feet and gathered up the cups and saucers, practically snatching hers from her fingers, no longer caring whether I was being rude.

She remained outwardly oblivious to my discomfort. ‘May I use your bathroom?’

‘It’s at the top of the stairs to your right. I do hope you’ll excuse any mess up there,’ I said over my shoulder as I bent over the tray.

Viola got to her feet and glided from the room and I collapsed against the couch cushions, feeling completely enervated suddenly. My foot accidentally kicked against her handbag, which she’d left at the foot of the couch, and it fell onto its side, the contents spilling onto the floor from the open zip like secrets. As I heard the bathroom door close upstairs, I bent over to pick up the bag. It looked expensive, the logo stitched into the lining claiming it as a Balenciaga. The detritus that had fallen onto the floor was the usual tangle of keys, lipstick, purse and tissues, as well as a small leather notebook. I gathered up the bits and pieces and, as I lifted the notebook, a letter fell from between the pages. I picked it up ready to stuff it back into the notebook, but my eyes fell on the words accidentally. It was a letter from Sam’s publisher, the tone clearly threatening as it outlined plans to take legal action if he didn’t produce the first draft of his novel by the end of the month as agreed contractually. I stopped reading, feeling like an intruder. Sam had said he was struggling, but I hadn’t realised how much. I calmly replaced the letter in the notebook where I thought it had been.

Shoving the notebook back in the bag, my fingers rubbed against something unexpectedly soft and smooth. I pulled it out. It was a swatch of bright yellow, velvety material, the colour of daffodils in the sun. It looked like it had been torn from something, the edges fraying a little, and it was threadbare in places. Something about the material made the breath catch in my throat, as though it was familiar to me, but I couldn’t grasp onto the thought before it was gone. I shoved it back to the bottom of the bag, feeling unsettled.


Viola’s purse still lay on its side on the floor. My fingers stroked the cool burgundy leather and, without thinking, I opened the clasp soundlessly. It flipped open to show a photograph tucked into the inside pocket, not dissimilar to that on my own shelf that Viola had been admiring. But before I could look at the faces smiling back at the camera, I heard the creak of the bathroom door. I hurriedly closed the purse and returned it to its original position in her bag before snatching my hand away and setting the bag back where it had been. I gathered up the cups and carried the tray through to the kitchen, my heart galloping. I listened for her footsteps on the stairs, willing my heart rate to slow.

Moments passed but still Viola didn’t return. I walked to the foot of the stairs and peered up, feeling uneasy. It wasn’t a big enough house that you could get lost. I could see a shadow moving across the landing in the direction of Lily’s bedroom.

I ascended the stairs cautiously, feeling the apprehension tickling along my spine. Viola was standing in Lily’s bedroom, her back to me. I walked closer. She was holding one of Lily’s soft toys in her hands, a white rabbit wearing a red jumper with Lily’s name knitted into it. It was an old favourite and had survived Lily’s recent cull of cuddly toys, which she insisted on periodically when her benevolence got the better of her and she decided a charity shop would be more deserving of her precious bears.

‘Is everything okay?’ I said pointedly.

Her back stiffened. She replaced the rabbit on the bedspread and turned, the colour in her cheeks heightened and her eyes sparkling like ice. ‘Yes, just took a wrong turn and then saw this beautiful bedroom and decided to take a peek. Right, shall we get to work?’ She walked past me and headed back down the stairs without a second glance.

I took one more look in Lily’s room, with the clothes abandoned on the floor and the bright strawberry sorbet paint missing in patches where hastily removed Blu-Tack had pulled the plaster out in chunks. I frowned, but followed Viola back downstairs. A tinny voice in my head snorted at the hypocrisy of my annoyance, considering that I had inadvertently just rifled through her handbag. But I didn’t like the idea that someone was curious about me or my family.

Viola grabbed her handbag from the lounge and I led her through to the kitchen where my laptop was set up at the far end of the table. She took out the notebook from her bag, one hand casually fussing Bo’s ears. I saw the letter peeking out from where I had stashed it back between the pages, but busied myself with logging in, keeping my eyes averted.

‘How are you getting on with your new laptop?’ she asked brightly.

‘Very well, thank you. So much better than my old one.’


‘Well, writers need the right tools – and the right encouragement. I must say that the bits I’ve read of your manuscript are incredibly promising. I can sometimes come across as rather… reserved and uptight, I’ve heard it said, but I do think you are talented and I’m excited about this journey we are all on. I look forward to seeing where it takes us. I want you to know that.’ She was looking at me earnestly, beseeching me with her iceberg eyes. Salty and sweet.

‘Um, thanks, that means a lot. I hope I don’t let you and Sam down.’

‘Oh, I doubt that. I think I’m going to be a very happy woman when this is all over.’ She tilted her head to the side and smiled crookedly.

Goosebumps pricked down my arms, but before I could respond, I heard the front door open and Paul’s voice call, ‘Katherine?’


I leapt to my feet. Viola looked towards the door curiously as I scrabbled to close my laptop and shove it under a pile of magazines on the sideboard. I turned around just as Paul rushed into the kitchen, his face a picture of concern.

‘There you are!’ Then he stopped abruptly as he noticed Viola, whose face portrayed her amusement at the scene building in front of her eyes. She rose to her feet and held out her hand.

‘Hello, you must be Paul. I’m Viola.’ Her voice was as smooth as liquid gold.

‘Er, hello.’ He shook her hand, clearly confused at finding this classy woman in his house. ‘Er, I… Katherine, can I have a word please?’

I followed him as he darted into the lounge and pulled the partition doors closed behind us. ‘What’s going on here? And why didn’t you answer your phone when I called?’

I’d totally forgotten about my phone ringing earlier. ‘Oh, sorry, we were working on something and I didn’t hear it. It’s in the kitchen charging, I think. Everything is fine though.’

‘Who is that woman?’

‘She’s…’ I wasn’t sure what to say, but I was given a moment’s reprieve by Viola pulling open the doors.

‘So sorry, Katherine, but I hadn’t realised the time. I must be off, but thank you for the tea. A shame we didn’t get through as much as we could’ve today, but it was lovely to meet you, Paul.’ She oozed elegance and manners, and I could see Paul melting under her calm gaze.

‘The pleasure is all mine,’ he replied.

‘Katherine, as I said earlier, Sam sends his love and wishes he could’ve met you himself today as usual, but hopefully back to normal for your next meeting, I think. Thursday, isn’t it?’ I wanted to cringe. She turned back to Paul. ‘Your wife is exceptionally talented. You must be very proud of her.’

Paul looked from me to Viola, his confusion evident.

‘Anyway, no need to show me out. Until next time.’ And she was gone, leaving behind the faintest scent of her expensive perfume.

Paul turned to face me. ‘So are you going to tell me what that was all about?’

‘She’s the agent who’s married to the man who took my writing course,’ I replied in a low voice.

‘So why was she here? I told you I wasn’t happy about you doing more writing because it would wear you out and put too much pressure on you and I thought you’d seen sense and left well alone.’

‘Yes, but you heard her. She thinks I’m talented and there is a strong possibility that she will represent me once the book is finished.’

‘But then what? Another book after that? You spending less time with me, Lily and Jack while you chase fame? Fame you can ill afford with your history, may I add? Do you remember how the press tore you apart back then? All those threatening letters and graffiti on the wall?’

‘Yes, of course I remember, but it was a long time ago. And who’s to say my book will be successful anyway?’

‘Exactly my point, Katherine, exactly my point.’ He shook his head in exasperation. ‘I was worried about you when I couldn’t get hold of you – and for valid reason. Luckily, I was close by at an appointment and could get here quickly as I had no idea what had happened. Now I’m going to ask you again to give up this silly charade and focus on what’s important: the people in this house.’ He stabbed his finger into the air. ‘I’m going to change and go for a run. I need it. You look a little peaky yourself. Have you taken your medication today?’

‘Yes, I have,’ I lied.

‘Well, that’s something at least.’ He stalked from the room, leaving me smouldering and unanchored.

*

Once Paul had left for his run, I retrieved the laptop from under the magazines and returned it to its hiding place under the bed, then lay curled up on top of the duvet considering my options. Viola and Sam believed in me, even if Paul didn’t – or Helen, for that matter. And my mother… well. Why couldn’t they be supportive and let me do this? Do something for me? Their negativity surely couldn’t all stem from concern.

A wave of self-pity flooded over me – maybe they were right and I was the one who was wrong. Maybe this was just a bit of folly on my part that would only end in tears or opening up old wounds that were still scarring over.

I was suddenly bone-weary, my legs heavy against the mattress. I could feel my eyes wanting to close and I was ready to let the tiredness take me under. My mind cut between scenes from this afternoon like a badly edited film: Viola arriving; her staring at the photo frames; my hand shaking on the teacup; Viola in Lily’s bedroom. Why had she been in there? Had I asked her? Or was I making it up? Maybe she had genuinely taken a wrong turn. Then why did I feel so uneasy? Something was niggling at me, like a mosquito buzzing around my head and I couldn’t quite catch it. My mind flashed to the yellow fabric again, then flashed away, like lightning that wouldn’t ground.

I buried my face in the pillow. Maybe Paul was right. I had come off my medication too quickly. Paranoia was setting in and I was looking at everyone with suspicion. I should just take a pill and have a lie-down until Paul came back. I still had time to nap before I had to collect Lily and Jack.

I rose to a sitting position too quickly, my head spinning, then slowly got to my feet and wandered into the bathroom to find the white packet of pills I had moved up here after Paul had found my last box. At least if they were here in my cabinet, he wouldn’t look to check if I was taking them. He avoided my side of the cabinet like the plague for fear of seeing any of my ‘women’s stuff’ in there. Heaven forbid he should be subjected to the sight of a tampon. He really could be terribly old-fashioned sometimes.

I reached behind the bottle of mouthwash and felt around, but there was no pill packet there. I moved a few things, shuffled some others, but the packet was nowhere to be found. I was sure I had put it in there. I rushed downstairs and looked in the kitchen cupboard where they had been originally, but all that was there was the ibuprofen bottle and some multivitamins. I went back upstairs and hunted again, but there was nothing.

What the hell had I done with my anti-depressants? If Paul found them, he’d know I still wasn’t taking them and there’d be even more questions. Maybe he’d already found them? No, he would’ve said something earlier. Unless he was hanging onto them to make a point at a later stage, like a test he was setting me up to fail. Or was that my paranoia talking again?

I buried my face in my hands. It was happening again.

Please don’t let it happen again.

*

Viola sat patiently in her car after she left Katherine’s house, ruminating over everything while she waited. Katherine’s husband had looked confused, then furious at Viola being there. Katherine was probably stumbling over her apology behind the closed door right now. What had she told him – or not as the case may be? Had she told him about Sam? Their cosy little friendship? Viola didn’t think so. She logged into the spyware with her mobile phone, but there was no transmission. Curiosity burned through her. After another thoughtful ten minutes of tapping her nails on the steering wheel, the front door opened and Katherine’s husband emerged, dressed in running gear and sporting an expression that betrayed his red-hot anger. He jogged away from Viola’s car up the street at a fast pace, his forehead pulled tightly into a frown. There was no other movement from inside the house for a while. Viola reached around the steering wheel to start the car just as the front door opened again. Katherine herself emerged, her face pale and pinched, her eyes red. A steady drizzle had started to fall. Viola waited a few seconds before getting out of the car and following Katherine at a distance, the flames of curiosity still smouldering.

Katherine ran through the rain to a school a few streets away. Viola followed surreptitiously and when Katherine darted into the school gates, she made herself comfortable in a bus stop on the other side of the road, partially hidden behind a tree trunk but allowing herself a good vantage point. She pulled her purse from her bag and while she waited, she opened it to gaze at the photo inside, running her thumb over the yellow velvet swatch of material held in her lap as she sat, her eyes flicking over the parents rushing into the playground at regular intervals.

She could see Katherine standing to the side of the courtyard, just inside the gate, no one speaking to her, as though there was an invisible force field around her. Then, after five minutes, just as the sound of childish chatter began to fill the air, a tall, perfectly made-up woman with auburn hair approached her and gave her a hug before they were lost in the crowd as the classroom doors were flung open.

Within minutes, children had paired up with their adults and were skipping and hopping back into the street. Viola’s thumb still absentmindedly stroked the velvet as she put her purse away and watched, her eyes gripping the school gates.

There.

Katherine emerged with those huge eyes that were so hard to miss. She had her two children with her. Her daughter, whose eyes were identical to her mother’s, had a smile on her face and was chatting away, while her son handed over a PE bag and what looked to be a badly painted cardboard box sculpture of sorts. Katherine had their backpacks slung over each shoulder and was smiling broadly at them as she juggled everything like a packhorse. Viola consumed the threesome with her eyes, taking in every detail; from the girl’s scabbed knee and purple ribbon keeping her ponytail secure to the boy’s untucked shirt and ruffled hair. Katherine herself looked lighter than when she had left the house a few minutes earlier, her smile broad and genuine.

Viola watched as they walked briskly up the road, their heads bobbing among the other children. Halfway up the street, Katherine stopped and looked over her shoulder, frowning, her eyes scanning the bodies around her. Viola leaned back behind the tree, pressing herself into the hard seat in the bus stop, but there was no chance of Katherine seeing her from here. There were too many bodies in the way. As Katherine moved away again, Viola got to her feet and filtered into the foot traffic on the other side of the road, the yellow velvet now still and clasped tightly in her fist.

Katherine accelerated, throwing furtive glances around her until they disappeared around the corner at the top of the street. Viola followed at a cautious distance and watched from afar until their front door swallowed them up. She left only when she noticed Katherine’s face appear at the lounge window between the slats of the wooden shutters, her eyes squinting as she scanned the street.

Viola moved quickly to her car and got in. She clenched the steering wheel, her teeth clamped tight against the scream behind her lips. She threw her forehead against the steering wheel once, twice, three times, relishing in the physical pain, something she could actually feel dissipating rather than the constant debilitating ache she was used to living with every day now. Then she sat upright again and rubbed the velvet against her throbbing forehead in soothing circles, latent rage making her throat constrict.

*

I peeled out of the school gates, trying hard to listen to both Lily and Jack as they regaled me with stories of what they had been up to all day, their voices bubbling and popping with joy. Halfway down the street I felt the straps of their backpacks cutting into my shoulders and I stopped to adjust them. Then I felt it again. Eyes tripping over my skin.

I looked behind me but couldn’t see anyone watching me, just the other parents walking with heads down to their children or gazing at their phones, their shoulders slumped in exhaustion. A few looked like zombies shuffling along behind pushchairs. They were all giving me a wide berth, as though I was contagious, and that was the way I liked it now.

I looked across the street, still feeling goosebumps of paranoia. Someone was sitting in a bus stop over the road, but the positioning of a tree meant I couldn’t see who it was. But if I couldn’t see them, then surely they couldn’t see me. I started walking again, but upped my pace, almost dragging Jack and Lily along, who still chattered incessantly, oblivious to my discomfort. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching.

Fear pricked at my heels as I whipped myself into agitation.

Just get home. Just get home. No one will do anything in public. Not amongst the children.

Finally reaching the house, I shut the door behind me, closing out the world, and took a deep breath, my pulse slowly recovering. As the kids dumped their coats, I dropped their bags in the cupboard under the stairs and headed straight into the lounge. I squeezed myself behind the armchair in the bay window and peered out into the street. As I strained my neck from side to side, I thought I saw something, a fleeting glance of yellow, but then it was gone, just a line of dark cars parked down the street.

I pulled the shutters closed.

My phone chirped from my bag in the hallway. A text message.

You have beautiful children.

*

1 January 1997

Darren has gone too far this time. He’s been really pissy this week because I didn’t want to go to a stupid New Year’s Eve party with him and all his mates. I said he could go without me, but I wanted to stay home with Mam this year because she’s been really down lately, worse than usual. The Christmas period usually drags her down a bit, but this year seems worse, especially since she’s not been well with the flu.

Then I heard this morning from Lisa that someone had seen him getting off with Louise Brown at the party last night. I went round to his place and had a go at him and he basically admitted it, saying it was because he was sad that I wasn’t with him and he was lonely! WTF! We had a massive fight, I wasn’t backing down and gave him both barrels, and then he got all aggro and shoved me hard across the room. I slammed into the table and I’ve really hurt my ribs. I’m all bruised on one side. I just left after that and he’s been calling on the phone ever since, telling me how sorry he is, how he didn’t mean it.

I don’t know what to think. One day he’s as sweet as pie and the next he’s an absolute fucker, all angry at the world and wanting to get pissed all the time, throwing his weight around. He’s come close to hitting me before, I’m sure of it, but I never thought he actually would. I know I should break up with him, but he keeps drawing me back in. I love him.

All I keep thinking is I don’t want to be on my own like Mam is, sad and depressed all the time and lonely. That surely can’t be better than staying with him? Maybe I need to stop fighting him so much and act the way he wants me to. Then he wouldn’t get so angry. Then he won’t hit me again.
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The sun was setting through the glass doors behind Viola, filling the study with hushed pinks and dusty orange hues. She loved this house. The decor, the furniture, the accents – it was all an extension of her. Sam had made his mark on the London apartment, but this house was all hers – and he felt as uncomfortable here as she did in London. The country manor house had been intended as a retreat when she needed a safe haven and a place to escape. A place without ghosts. It was where she chose to spend most of her time.

Her desk was heavy and ostentatious with intricately carved drawers and she sat behind it now, her hands flat on the mahogany wood, fingers splayed, her thoughts sorting through themselves. She could feel the smouldering ember of rage in her gut that had become her constant companion since she had met Katherine. A snake coiling around her, spitting acid into her pores.

Something had changed in Sam too. Ever since they had first met at university, they had been intrinsically tied together, like partners in a toxic tango. She would lead; he would follow. He’d originally fought to have a tiny shred of control, but eventually he came to realise that control rested solely in Viola’s hands and he had accepted that. Every now and again he tried to get his hands on the wheel and she let him think he could handle it, but he always relinquished in the end.

Viola knew with certainty that Katherine was making him excited about life again, about writing, taking control and shaping his manuscript, her juvenile enthusiasm not yet jaded by criticism, deadlines and ignorance. She was reminding him what the writing process could be like. But then, like this morning, he would have a difficult, unproductive day and his confidence would plummet and Viola would be back in charge, pulling his marionette strings. All it took was that letter from Andrew, piling on the pressure, reminding him of what he had failed to deliver.

She took hold of her steaming cup of coffee, pushed back from the desk and turned to stare out into the darkening garden. A garden paid for by his talent but her business acumen. There was no denying that he wouldn’t have reached his level of success without her, but then neither would her literary agency have garnered its reputation without him. They still needed each other and Viola was not about to let him forget that.

The evening spread its shadow over the manicured lawns and tidy flower beds, illuminated here and there by precisely placed lanterns designed to highlight the perfection of the landscaping. It was reminiscent of their marriage – shine the light in the right direction and it creates the perfect pastiche for the outside world while hiding the murkier details in the shadows.

Katherine reminded Viola of a younger Sam: passionate, full of hope and faith, but whereas he had an ego, she completely lacked self-belief. They clearly got along well and enjoyed each other’s company, and Viola could see why Sam would be attracted to her: understatedly beautiful, statuesque and with a sparkle in those tremendous eyes when she spoke about her writing. But there was also an underlying vulnerability, an exhaustion with life that gave her a whimsical sense of desperation. And she held herself in such tight control. Why? Or was it her husband who enforced such discipline and restraint? He certainly came across as the type when she had met him, brief as it was.

Viola turned back to her desk as Milo padded into the room and came to nuzzle up against her leg. She fawned over him for a moment, enjoying the feel of his silky smooth, silvery ears between her fingers as she slowly masticated the events of the afternoon spent in Katherine’s home and all the little details she had filed away. She then gently pushed Milo aside and called up the web browser on her laptop, tapped a few keys and opened an old newspaper article. The grainy image accompanying the words was one that had been tattooed into her brain for years; the article one she had read so often that she knew it word-perfect.

She slammed her laptop shut.

Milo insisted she resume massaging his ears and she did so, ignoring the fizzing in her veins as memories peppered her subconscious, memories she didn’t want to explore. She forced her mind back to Sam.

He was certainly captivated by Katherine, but had they acted on any attraction between them yet? She was too far removed from Sam’s daily business to be sure. The last time Sam had been this taken with someone was when he embarked on that ridiculous affair with Lydia Grayson. As far as she knew anyway. He had been discreet about it at the time, but all the same, Viola had found out. And look how that had ended.

Milo shifted his head impatiently as Viola’s fingers tensed in time with the memories still invading her head and she unknowingly began to pull at his ears rather than stroking them. He nipped at her when it got too much and moved away to his cushion by the fireplace.

Viola inhaled deeply, then exhaled slowly.

This all needed more thought. She needed to approach this in the same way she would plot out a novel: carefully, taking notice of detail, examining every possible scenario, planning her next move.

She took another sip of her coffee, but it had grown cold, the liquid turning treacly. She grimaced and headed into the kitchen to make a fresh cup but pulled up short when she saw Sam at the kitchen table, his laptop open in front of him and his forehead in his hands.

‘I thought you were heading back into London?’

‘No, I can’t face it today. I thought I would be more useful here, but I’m just not feeling anything today. I took Milo out for a long walk, but even that was fruitless.’ His face sagged in defeat. ‘How was Katherine today?’

Viola turned her back on him and fiddled with the coffee machine. ‘Fine. She has a nice home, typical of those suburban areas, you know. I met her husband too. I hadn’t realised he was so much older than her.’

‘Hmmm. Did you go over much of her work?’

‘Some… I still can’t shake that feeling of having met her before though.’ She watched his face closely.

‘So you keep saying.’ He gave nothing away.

‘Maybe it’s just because she reminds me of you all those years ago when you were starting out.’

‘Maybe. But she has the chance to be even more successful than me, I think. I really like her style and ideas.’

‘Well, she and I had an interesting talk today and she said that since she’s worried about taking up so much of your time, knowing you’re on a deadline, she thinks you should cut back on your sessions for the next little while so that you have some space to write. I told her I would pass that on to you. She was quite adamant actually.’

‘Oh.’ Viola noted the disappointment that clouded his face.


‘Do you really think her work is that good? I think you’re romanticising it, don’t you?’ The coffee hissed and spat as her mug filled. ‘Anyway, things to do. Would you like me to read over what you’ve done today?’

‘No, Viola, I don’t.’ He got to his feet and sloped from the room.
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Needing to speak to someone, I called Helen to tell her about the notes and text messages after I received two more texts over the next few days.

‘What do they say? Are they threatening you?’

‘No, they’re just… creepy. And imply that someone is watching me – watching the kids.’

‘It’s probably some bored mum from school with nothing better to do. It must be, if they have your mobile number.’


That had crossed my mind. The only people who knew about what had happened and had access to my phone number were Paul and Helen. But my contact number was listed on the school records in case of emergencies.

‘Look, don’t let it bother you. They’ll get bored soon enough if they see you’re ignoring them. But this is another reason why you should probably forget this whole idea of getting your book published. You don’t want all of this brought up again. And if the Daily Mail got onto it, well…’

She sounded like Paul again. I had a fleeting moment where I wondered if it could be her, if it was her twisted way of showing me what could happen if I didn’t take heed… Or Paul, for that matter… But would either of them be that cruel?

‘Yes, fine, I get it. I’ve heard it enough from you and Paul over the last few weeks. No need to keep going on.’ I was unusually snippy, frustration and distrust nipping at me.

‘Okay, wow. I’m just trying to help.’ I could hear the hurt in her voice and felt dreadful, but Helen cut short our conversation before I could apologise.

On top of constantly watching over my shoulder, I also stressed about the missing pills for days, looking everywhere for them. After over a week of not taking them, accompanied by broken sleep and the constant fretting, the only thing that I felt was keeping me sane was writing, so I threw myself into it as much as I could; working through the day while the house was quiet and in the early hours of the morning when my mind was too restless to sleep. I was close to finishing the manuscript and was incredibly happy with it, even if I felt like I was clinging onto everything else by my bitten fingernails.

With my mind so distracted by other things, the ironing had piled up and the house was dusty and unkempt. Paul would come home every evening and look around with thinly veiled impatience.

‘Are you feeling okay? Do we need to have another meeting with Dr Hathaway to look at your prescription?’

‘I think I’m just coming down with something. Perhaps a lie-down would help.’

I would go to bed early once the children were asleep and then wake in the early hours and start tapping away at the keyboard again. He didn’t need to know about the text messages or the pills and I hadn’t decided whether I should seek a repeat prescription or let writing be my therapy. Going cold turkey had its consequences, but now that I had started, I wanted to see it through.

I started writing in my journal again too, resuming an old daily habit that I’d abandoned when I first moved to London all those years ago. Picking up the pen for the first time and opening the first page of a fresh, clean journal felt like coming home. I stashed the journal under the bed, behind the bags of thick winter jumpers that would be coming out again soon, along with the laptop. Within easy reach, but tucked far enough away that Paul wouldn’t come across them by accident. He didn’t need to read what I actually thought, often my darkest moments when I couldn’t escape the images in my head and the sounds that haunted both my waking and sleeping consciousness. Writing seemed to keep it all at bay more than the drugs had, although at the end of a writing session when I read back the words I’d regurgitated onto the page, the imagery I was using was very telling: flashes of yellow; a morbid overcoat thrown over the narrative; the central character’s fear of flying and of being trapped. It all hinted at what was always stalking my subconscious.

What I was missing this week was a meeting with Sam. After Viola had been last Monday, Sam had been elusive, to say the least. He had sent a text to say that he would get in touch with a date for another meeting when he had more time, blaming his own deadline, but the WhatsApp and Snapchat banter had all but dried up, my messages going unanswered for days. I felt the rejection like a bruise and my paranoid brain wondered if Viola hadn’t liked what she’d seen and had discouraged him from seeing me or told him to put some distance between us. She had been acting strangely when she was here, but I was coming to realise that the woman was complex, full of sharp bends and difficult to predict. If that was the case, then I needed this manuscript to be the best it could be so that my writing impressed them, even if my personality didn’t.

Still, I was hurt at how quickly he had blown cold on our friendship and it had unsettled me again just when my confidence – in myself and my manuscript – had been starting to grow. I found myself sometimes staring into space, crippled by self-doubt: what if they were all right? What if this book did get published and everyone hated it? I was nakedly putting myself in front of a firing line asking for a bullet of criticism. It could be a free-for-all, especially if details of my past came out. I would then pick up my phone, begin to type out a message to Sam, then delete the whole thing, chastising myself for being selfish when he had made it clear he wanted time to concentrate on his own work.

When I was sleeping, I would have dreams about reading 1-star reviews from readers hiding behind their anonymous avatars, telling me they thought it was ‘garbage’ and ‘not worth the paper it’s written on’ or ‘there’s five hours of my life I won’t get back’. I would wake in a cold sweat, the duvet sticking to my legs and cold tears on my cheeks. But instead of putting my head under the pillow, I would get up quietly, make a strong cup of tea and sit down in front of the keyboard again, writing word after word, even if they were the wrong ones or in the wrong order, and the fear would slowly dissipate into the night air.

After all, I’d come this far, risked upsetting Paul with my lies and deceit, and pushed myself out of my medicated comfort zone, so I wasn’t going to let it all get the better of me just yet.

That was exactly what I was reminding myself tonight as I sat in front of the screen, my fingers tapping quietly, the sky dark beyond the window. I hardly noticed the shriek of a fox in the back garden as I tried to focus my scrambling, fearful thoughts into a coherent stream of words. Slowly but surely, the panic ebbed and flowed into the letters and I could feel myself calming as I submerged myself into the characters’ heads.

And then, out of nowhere, it was done.

I wrote ‘The End’.

I sat back in the chair, feeling numb. I’d done it quicker than I’d expected. When I had dreamed about this moment, I had hoped to be elated, relieved, maybe shed a few tears of joy at reaching the end of such a mammoth task, but now that it was here, I felt leaden.

I closed the laptop lid and listened to the silence screaming at me. I knew I needed to read over what I had written and changed over the last few nights, but instead I walked over to the couch in the lounge and flung myself into the carefully arranged pillows, burying myself among the scratchy textiles. Exhaustion crept up the back of my legs and stroked my back.

When I opened my eyes again, it was to bright sunlight streaming into the lounge and the sight of Jack sitting in the armchair across the room with his iPad.

‘Hey Mom,’ he said.

I pushed up onto my elbows, disorientation clouding my vision. I rubbed my eyes. How long had I been lying here?

‘What time is it?’

‘Seven.’

I must’ve fallen into a deep sleep. I could hear a radio station blaring upstairs and realised that my alarm had gone off and I wasn’t there to turn it off. It was one of those alarms that was set to increase in volume until it was silenced.

Shit. Paul.

I launched from the couch and took the stairs two at a time. Bursting through our bedroom door, I threw myself at the alarm clock and turned it off. The bed was empty.

‘I was wondering when you were going to turn that off,’ Paul said from the bathroom doorway. His hair was on end and his pyjamas were wrinkled.

‘Sorry, I woke up before it this morning and forget to turn it off. Did it wake you?’

‘No matter. I had to get up anyway. Are you okay? You look a bit peaky.’

‘I didn’t sleep well, that’s all.’

He frowned. ‘I’m worried about you, Katie. I think you should see the doctor and maybe we need to address your diet – or you could go for a run or a swim this morning? Get you out of the house and into the fresh air.’ He approached me with his arms outstretched and a look of concern wrinkling his brow. Giving me a kiss on my forehead, he said, ‘You must look after yourself.’

‘I’m fine, really. Now, to get those kids ready for school!’ I put on a bright smile and went to wake Lily from her pre-teen slumber.

Once I had dragged her from her bed with a kiss and a cuddle, I trod back downstairs in my slouchy socks and the tracksuit I had sat up all night in. My eyes felt thick and swollen in their sockets and I needed caffeine to give me a strong shake.

I went straight to the kitchen and began to make a cup of tea.

‘Katherine.’

My hand paused over the mug, a teabag gripped between my fingers.

I turned to see Paul standing over my laptop. Ice crackled down my back.

‘What is this?’ He was staring at it like someone had left something unmentionable on his table.

My mind went blank. ‘I… er…’

He raised his eyebrows and glared at me with folded arms, as though he had caught me smoking behind the bike shed during school. ‘Well?’

I decided to go with honesty. ‘It was a gift from Sam and Viola. Mine wasn’t working properly and they gave me this one so that I could finish my manuscript. Which I did – this morning, actually.’

He ran a hand over his face. ‘Katherine, we’ve talked about this.’

‘No, you told me what you thought – and I disagree with you.’ I kept my voice calm, despite how I felt internally.

His eye twitched and he took a step towards me. ‘And I have good reason to think it would be too much. We have been here before. I’ve had to—’

‘I know what you have had to do and what has happened before. You do not need to remind me every single day. I am grateful to you for everything, but this is nothing like that. This is me picking myself up and putting myself back together again. Like you wanted. And I’m good at this. I know I am. But your faith and support would be appreciated. Did you hear me? I finished the manuscript.’ My voice had a shrill edge now.

‘Mum? Can you make me an egg on toast?’ Lily called as she glided down the stairs.

Paul pulled himself up and said in a brittle tone, ‘We will talk about this again later, but that –’ he pointed a wavering finger at the laptop – ‘will be returned today.’ And he turned and left the room.

I dropped my head and scrunched my eyes shut, feeling the anger and frustration pulsate through my body, tears welling up behind my clamped eyelids. He was being unreasonable, but I had given him licence to. I took a deep breath before taking my place in the kitchen at the stove. Ten minutes later I heard the front door slam and he was gone without a word to any of us.

*

I sat on the couch, listening to nothing in particular except my heartbeat pulsing in my ears, but I kept my breathing calm. I had spent all morning since the children had left rereading what I had written and now it was ready. The laptop sat next to me on the cushion, cursor flashing, email window open and waiting. I pulled it onto my knee.

I typed a brief message, saying that the manuscript was finished and ready for Sam and Viola to read, but that I was not looking to pursue publication any longer. I was merely sending it to them for closure and so that they could see how much they had helped me. I attached the huge, 94,000-word file at the end.

But I couldn’t press ‘send’. My finger hovered over the touchpad, twitching, but I couldn’t command it to click.

Frustrated, I pushed the laptop to the side and grabbed my phone from the coffee table.

‘Helen? Hi, how are you?’

‘Katherine, fine thanks. How are you?’ I could hear the pissy undertone to her words. It had been days since we last spoke, but I couldn’t bring myself to call her after our conversation about the text messages, as though deep down I really did irrationally suspect her of something.

‘Yes, sorry, I’ve been… it’s been a funny week. Um, listen, would you like to meet up for a coffee this afternoon?’

‘I have stuff to be getting on with here. Why don’t you come here?’

‘Okay, are you busy now?’

‘That’s fine. See you soon.’

I checked my reflection in the large mirror over the fireplace, making sure my hair was smooth and in place. Then I found Bo’s lead in the basket by the front door, threw on my Converses and grabbed my handbag before heading out.

It was a short, five-minute walk between my house and Helen’s. She was only a few streets away, close to the park gates. I felt safer with Bo with me, less exposed, and the feeling of being watched didn’t follow me today. Bo became increasingly boisterous as we neared Helen’s house, clearly recognising where we were going and excited about the prospect of a play with Molly. I felt a little guilty as I’d been cutting Bo’s walks short this week too, rushing through them so that I could get back to the safety of my home, behind closed doors and away from prying eyes, not taking as much time to stop in the park for a throw of the ball or to let him run and explore.

The front of Helen’s house was beautifully maintained, set back from the road with a wide paved driveway and neatly shaped bay trees in bright pots. It was a tall, three-storey house that she and Ed had spent years renovating.

Helen opened the door with Molly at her feet, barking excitedly.

‘Hi,’ I said sheepishly, suddenly aware of the awkwardness between us. I reached down and unclipped Bo’s lead and the two dogs ran off down the wide hallway in delight.

‘Hi, come on in. I’ve just brewed some coffee.’

I followed her down the immaculate hallway and marvelled as always at how neat and minimalist her house was. No abandoned shoes in the doorway or coats tossed aside; no books lying around or dirty socks on the stairs; every surface protected with coasters and cloths. My own home felt like a never-ending stream of tidying and shuffling that didn’t seem to diminish. Helen did have a cleaner twice a week, but even on the days in between, the place was like a hotel suite.

The back of her house was open plan, with French doors framing a landscaped garden, a modern kitchen with steel worktops and a brushed concrete floor, and a long, dark blue couch covered with bright orange cushions that I coveted for their pop of colour. Paul wasn’t one for bright colours and preferred beiges and creams, but I often yearned for a bold splash of colour in our otherwise drab decor.

I pulled out a metallic rose gold bar stool from the expansive kitchen island as Helen poured coffee into her posh Orla Kiely mugs. She hadn’t said much to me yet.

‘So how’s things?’ I asked brightly.

She sniffed. ‘Okay, the usual. Bit stressed actually.’

‘Oh, why?’

She shrugged, her full lips drawn down like a petulant child.

‘Look, Hels, I’m so sorry about snapping at you the other day. I’ve just… I’ve been so focused on my writing that I haven’t really had time for anything else and I’m distracted and worried about the texts and everything. It feels like I have eyes on me every time I leave my house and it’s making me jumpy. But that’s no excuse. I haven’t been a very good friend and I’m sorry. I know you’re just looking out for me.’

‘No, you haven’t been, but that is exactly what I’m trying to do.’ When Helen felt like speaking her mind, she took no prisoners. ‘If you’re scared, do something about it instead of keeping it to yourself. Talk to Paul. You can’t just push us all aside when you don’t have time or when we’re telling you what you don’t want to hear.’

I hugged the mug in both hands, suitably chastised, feeling the heat of the coffee through my skin.

‘I could’ve done with some company this week as it is. Ed has been completely engrossed in work and I’ve been tearing my hair out with the plans for the basement project. The architect can’t get his head around what I want and the plans are still not right,’ Helen continued.

Trying to make amends, I said, ‘Show them to me now. Maybe I can help?’ But I couldn’t have cared less about her project to build a basement below their already spacious house. Hers were petty issues compared to living as though under a microscope every day.

She pulled open a drawer at her feet and produced a roll of architectural plans. Unrolling them with a flourish, she explained what she wanted to do with the space and how her architect had told her what was feasible and what wasn’t.

‘He’s being very close-minded for an architect, but we used him on the loft conversion and he was very accommodating on the whole.’

‘Maybe it works differently with basements because you have to factor in the foundations and things – although I have no idea how these things work, to be honest,’ I added quickly when her eyes narrowed at me.

I gave her what I hoped were constructive ideas on how to position the room differently, but she wasn’t happy with any of my suggestions.

‘Perhaps I could talk to Sam about it. I think he said they have a basement at their country house. From the sounds of it, it’s a beautiful house,’ I added.

Helen rolled the plans up with a snap. ‘Him again. Are you sure there’s nothing going on between you?’

I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s all you talk about.’

‘That’s not true. And it’s only to you because I can’t talk to Paul about him.’

‘Of course, because you’re still lying to your husband, who deserves the truth in my opinion.’

‘Since when have you been on Paul’s side? You don’t even like each other.’

Helen held a hand to her chest in mock indignation. ‘That is not true. I just think he can be a bit… stuffy and old-fashioned sometimes. And controlling. But maybe I think he’s right this time around. You’re not the same. You’ve changed and I feel like you’re pulling away from me, from him. How do I know you’re not lying to me too?’

‘Hels, I was just trying to do something for me for once. Not about the kids or trying to please Paul, but for me. I was given an opportunity to do something that I have dreamed about since I was a kid and I wanted to give it my best shot. Why is that so wrong?’ My voice was rising in parallel with the heat in my cheeks.


‘It is wrong if it means you push everything else aside. I’ve never known you to not be there when the kids finish school or to not have a snack ready in your bag, to be rushing back to school because you forgot to take their PE kit in, to ask me to cover for you as much as I have done of late.’

‘So, I’ve been distracted and forgotten a few things or haven’t had time to bake flapjacks for them. For goodness’ sake, I’m looking over my shoulder every time I leave the house! But they’re oblivious and as happy as ever regardless of my distractions. When I was Lily’s age, I walked home, let myself in and ate tinned rice pudding for my after-school snack in front of Blue Peter because my mother was in bed with her face turned to the wall. My two are doing just fine.’

‘Oh, here we go – the “my childhood was awful” card! Let’s talk about Katherine’s terrible mother again!’

My mouth dropped open.

‘We all had difficult childhoods, Katherine, but you insist on bringing yours up all the time. My parents weren’t even around. I had nannies instead of a mother and a matron at boarding school.’

‘And a pony and a holiday home. Poor you,’ I mumbled into my cooling mug.

‘We all have baggage. It doesn’t mean yours was any worse than mine, is what I’m saying. And Paul deserves the truth. I wouldn’t dream of doing something that Ed was adamantly against me doing.’

‘But Ed supports you in everything and he always has.’

‘Are you trying to say that Paul hasn’t? We both know he has had your back for years.’

‘I know that, but I think he’s being unreasonable this time.’ My voice was now like a thin sheet of ice.

‘And what happens when – or if, which is more the case – you get this big publishing deal? Do you have any idea how much time it will take up? Not just the writing, but the promotions, the editing and changes, maybe book tours and launches, festivals, that kind of thing. Then there is the fact that you have to put yourself out there in the public, which is dangerous considering what’s going on. And yet you’re stubbornly doing it anyway. Maybe you deserve whatever comes your way.’

She lowered herself onto a stool and glared at me, challenging me to disagree.

And I couldn’t, because she was right. All of the things I had been worrying about, that had kept me awake in the early hours, she had summed up perfectly in one direct hornet’s attack.

I looked down at my hands, still clasped around the now cold mug, and resisted the urge to hurl it across her kitchen.

‘You’re right,’ I said in defeat and slumped in on myself. ‘I don’t know what I was thinking.’ I sighed. ‘Actually, I do know. I wanted to be someone, a name, more than Lily and Jack’s mum. I wanted to feel like I was good at something. Paul is always correcting me, checking in, directing behind the scenes, literally down to what I wear and how many times a week we eat fish. I wanted something for me – and not just for me, but for the kids, for them to see their mother can be more than what they perceive me to be. And for me to prove something to myself too.’

Hels got to her feet and came around the island towards me, her arms outstretched.

‘I’m sorry I was so blunt, but someone had to say something. Those two writing folk have put stars in your eyes and you’ve been blind to it. Think of your life now: you have a husband who takes care of you; you have two beautiful, healthy children, which is a godsend, as we know how easily that can be snatched away from us; and you are thin, pretty and healthy, albeit prone to the dramatics.’ I smiled at her thinly. ‘All of that is worth gold and we are extremely lucky to be in this situation. Don’t ruin that for a dream that may not become a reality. Besides, you can still write in your spare time if you want to, but it will be for you, not for the hypercritical British public.’ She rummaged in a cupboard before bringing out a round tin. ‘Here, have a chia and oat bran cookie to make you feel better. Only ninety calories.’


I didn’t feel better, but I accepted what she was saying. Everyone around me was telling me I was silly for thinking this had been feasible. Viola and Sam were not my reality; this was, sitting with my best friend eating healthy cookies before we went to collect our children from school and spent the rest of the afternoon carting them to clubs and cooking them balanced meals made of quinoa and healthy proteins.

I nibbled on the cookie, which tasted like plasterboard. ‘Can I ask you one last favour?’

‘Sure.’ I noticed Helen hadn’t taken a cookie.

‘I think I need some space to get my head in the right place – you know, to let this thing go. If I arrange to visit my mother and stay for one night next week, would you be able to help Paul with the kids after school for me? Besides, I need to repair some old bridges with her. I’ve neglected her a bit too, not spoken to her as much as I usually do.’

‘Sure, I can do that – but on one condition.’

‘What’s that?’

‘That the old Katherine comes back. It’s your fault my bum is expanding because we haven’t been for our runs and dog walks lately. And you tell Paul about the messages.’

‘Sure. After I’ve been, I’ll talk to him.’ And just like that, I felt myself take a step right back to where I had started.

*

That evening, once the kids were in bed, Paul and I sat opposite each other at the table, eating Asian steamed seabass and sipping on a light Chablis that Paul had brought home with him. His way of a peace offering.

‘Did you arrange to return the laptop?’

‘I will meet up with them next week and return it then. I left a message for them this afternoon.’ This wasn’t strictly true. I was weaving another little web for myself as the email with my manuscript was still in my drafts folder waiting to be sent. In actual fact, I had spent the afternoon with Lily and Jack, helping with homework, the three of us playing a game of Kahoot and laughing together – all of it a tonic to soothe the wounds Helen’s words had inflicted. I felt more grounded now and accepting of the decision I had made. But I had decided to send the email over the weekend with a clear head, then give myself some space to digest it. My train ticket to Newcastle was booked for Monday morning once I had taken the kids to school. Unless Paul vetoed it of course. ‘Actually, I wanted to talk to you about all of this.’

Paul looked up over his fork, which he nudged at me, saying, ‘This is delicious, by the way. Go on.’

‘Well, you’re right and I apologise for my behaviour of late. I had a long chat with Hels today and she helped me to see the light.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘I’ve been stuck with my head in the clouds and I went off on a silly tangent for a while. So I’ve decided to try and get my head in the right place, take some time to get back on track, forget about all of this writing nonsense and focus on the family again. I was hoping you wouldn’t mind if I went to visit my mother next week – I thought some space would help to put things in perspective.’

He lowered his fork to his plate and chewed slowly for a moment, watching me carefully. ‘Do you think that’s wise?’

‘Well, I think it’s important. Dr Hathaway has previously suggested this kind of trip as being part of my therapeutic recovery. Now might be the perfect time for it. Don’t worry, everything is in place. Hels will help with picking the kids up on Monday and will look after them until you get home and will take them to school on Tuesday. All you have to do is drop them off at her house on your way to work. And I’ve arranged the dog-walker for Bo. I’ll catch the train after I’ve dropped the kids off and I’ll be back in time to collect them from school the next day.’

‘I see.’ He picked up his cutlery again and resumed his dinner. I couldn’t read him when he was like this, quiet and moody, almost sullen, but then he was never the most charismatic or outgoing of personalities. That was what I had been drawn to originally, his sense of being in control, always collected and mindful. Others would describe him as dreary and tedious, but when I met him, he was just what I needed after the turbulent relationship I had been shaking off.

‘Is that okay?’ I probed.

‘Yes, that’s fine, but I want you to go with your eyes wide open and your ears closed to her nonsense, because you always struggle to recover when you’ve been with her and I don’t think you’re in the right frame of mind for this right now, especially with you tinkering with your medication of late and the anniversary coming up, which is always a difficult time for you.’

Sometimes I wondered if I would struggle as much if he didn’t pre-empt it and tell me I would all the time. I picked up my fork and nibbled on the seabass, ignoring the little voice in my head telling me to see if I could make him swear for once by stabbing him in the eye with the shiny silver prongs in my hand. The thought brought a hint of an icy smile to my lips. Murderous thoughts – perhaps I should look into another prescription after all.

*

3 January 1997

I forgave Darren. After he came over yesterday all sad and telling me he didn’t mean to do it, I sent him packing, but then he came over again today while Mam was out at the shops. I think he’d been watching to see her leave because he was on the doorstep five minutes later with his arms full of cheap carnations and a huge box of Milk Tray. I couldn’t really send him packing again – he’d gone to a lot of trouble and he’s never bought me flowers before – so I let him in and heard him out. He said it was trouble with his dad that had pushed him over the edge. He’d had a fight with him and was still angry, wanting to lash out. That doesn’t make it okay, but it does go some way to explaining it. So we talked over mugs of tea and he swore I was the only one he wanted. He left through the back door when we heard Mam’s key in the door. She didn’t say anything when she saw the flowers, but I saw her face tighten. I don’t think she’s seen the bruises because it’s freezing here and I’m in big jumpers anyway, but it hurts to move sometimes. If he does it again, we’re done. But I’m going to try my hardest to make sure I don’t upset him.
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Viola read the email from Katherine, then closed the laptop and threw her mug of coffee hard at the wall. It smashed with brutal force, sending splashes of coffee up the paintwork like a modern art composition and porcelain shrapnel into the air. Milo bid a hasty retreat into another room, his tail between his legs.

So Katherine wasn’t as ambitious as she had originally thought. Or was there more going on here? Had she finally connected the dots between them?

No, it wasn’t that. She doubted Katherine would slink off quietly into the night if she had. She would try to reach out or make amends in some way, surely.

More likely it had something to do with that insipid husband of hers.

Viola couldn’t care less what was going on between them, to be honest. Let her have a bit of upheaval to deal with. Payback’s a bitch – and Katherine had quite a bill to pay.

Viola got to her feet and paced the length of her study. Milo watched her from a safe distance in the doorway, his unwavering eyes following her. The anger bubbling in Viola needed an outlet – and soon. It was building with every minute that they got closer to the anniversary. She felt twitchy, as though the lightest nudge would cause her to lash out. And once that door was open, she would struggle to close it until every last black crow of anger and hatred had flown free.

When Katherine had crept into Viola’s life, it had been a subtle intrusion, tiptoeing into her consciousness. Just another student of Sam’s; just another wannabe. But the truth of who she was, once Viola was absolutely sure – and she was now sure – had slammed into her and destabilised the careful, controlled persona she had spent so long creating. But to see Sam so taken with her had amplified Viola’s anger.

So for Katherine to now turn around and say she wasn’t interested in being published any longer? Well, that just wouldn’t do. She couldn’t expect to just slink away, untouched, as though nothing had changed. Everything had changed. Viola wrung her hands as she paced, her fingers pinching and her nails digging.

Sam in particular had changed. He had taken to wandering around the London apartment in his pyjamas with his hair unbrushed, looking very much like the struggling writer he was turning into, and Viola suspected his foul mood and lack of focus was directly related to not seeing Katherine. He was pining for her. Pathetic. But he wanted nothing to do with Viola. If he would only just accept that they needed to go back to the formula they knew worked, but he was being all righteous about the process this time around and a lot of that was because of Katherine. He’d suddenly developed a creative conscience since meeting her. She had a lot to answer for.

Viola could feel the beginnings of a headache prodding behind her eyes.

The last time he had been like this was with that damn Lydia Grayson. He’d told Viola out of the blue that he wanted a divorce and was going to tell Lydia everything, that they were in love. He was threatening to destroy everything they’d spent so long building up. But what he didn’t understand was that without each other, Viola and Sam were nothing. Viola was nothing. They fed off each other and they couldn’t exist in isolation. She certainly wasn’t about to sit back and watch him walk away from it all. She’d worked too hard and invested too much for that to happen. They had had a lot to deal with during their years of marriage, but they were like magnets, sometimes repelling, other times drawing together, but bound together by their painful shared history that no one else would understand. That needed to be protected.

It’s a pity Lydia was riding that bicycle home from work that night without a helmet and proper lights along such a dark street, the same street Viola had warned her interns not to walk down because there were no CCTV cameras there. And it was very dark that night. It’s a shame that car door opened just when it did and that Lydia had driven straight into it, killing herself on impact. Such a shame.

Viola stopped abruptly in her tracks, then stretched her arms above her head, taking a moment to flex her shoulders and neck, and alleviate the tension that held her in a vice grip. She needed a clear head to think this through, not one prone to impulsive decisions. She was too close, could taste the iron-strong retribution on her tongue.

She moved back to her desk, feeling the shards of porcelain crunch under the soles of her brogues, but making no move to clear up the wreckage. Milo sniffed at the coffee stain from the doorway, then thought better of following and retreated.

Viola sat at her desk and opened her laptop, bringing up the camera screen. It was dark with no reception. She slammed her fist down hard on the desk, making the paperclips and staples jump and scatter. Katherine had been offline for days. This would not do at all.

Picking up her phone, she called Sam.

‘Viola, hello.’ He sounded miserable.

‘Sam, how’s it going today?’

‘What do you need?’

‘Did you see Katherine’s email?’

‘No, I’ve put a block on my internet connection in the hope that I won’t get distracted.’

‘Very wise. Anyway, she’s emailed with her finished manuscript.’

His voice perked up substantially. ‘That’s fantastic! She’s finished it – I’m so proud of her!’

Viola rolled her eyes. ‘But she’s also said that she’s not going to pursue a publishing deal after all. She wants to meet with us to hand back the laptop.’

‘What? But why?’

Viola snarled at the dejection in his voice. ‘I suspect it has something to do with her husband, to be honest.’

‘Well, it could also be her confidence. She doesn’t think she’s any good, so she could well be letting fear get in the way. Imposter syndrome of the highest order.’

‘I’ve had a moment to go over the manuscript and, actually, I think you’re right. It has merit and, with a bit more work, it could be very commercial, so I’ve decided to offer her representation.’ She hadn’t read it, but that didn’t matter. What was important was dangling the carrot and watching Katherine take a bite.

‘That’s great! I’m sure she’ll be thrilled. That may change her mind, convince her to pursue this.’

‘That’s what I thought. I haven’t said anything to her yet, but she’s coming over to the apartment on Friday evening apparently to hand back the laptop and I thought we could have a little dinner and surprise her with the news then. Would that work for you?’

‘A lovely idea, thank you Viola. I will make sure there is some champagne in the fridge and we can celebrate.’ His joy at seeing her again was bubbling down the phone line.

‘Lovely.’ Viola’s mouth contorted into a grin. ‘I assume I will only see you tomorrow then?’

‘Yes, I remain locked in my creative prison. Goodbye.’

Viola hung up. She knew what she had to do.
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I stared out of the train window as the countryside rushed past me, a fast-forward kaleidoscope of green trees and yellow fields. The Styrofoam cup of tea on the table in front of me was lukewarm and tasted industrial.

My mind kept somersaulting over the email I had sent, attaching the finished manuscript but asking to meet with Sam and Viola this week so that I could hand back the laptop as I no longer wished to pursue publication. The deciding factor had been the most recent text message I had received:

I wish you were dead.

Part of me – the rebellious teenage Kathy that still lurked in the furthest reaches of my psyche – wanted to stamp my feet and clench my fists in defiance, but sensible Katherine knew I was beaten. I was also aware of the gaping hole that had opened up once I had stopped writing. Over the last few days, without my manuscript to distract me, I had felt lost and empty, struggling to put my mind to anything and saved only by a weekend of muddy laundry and mum taxi duties taking up my time. It scared me to think that was my future now, but the alternative came with too much of a price to pay. I had to put my safety and that of my children first.

I wondered what my mother would say when she saw me. It had been years since I last visited. Would she notice how much I had changed? I doubted it. She’d been looking through me for so long, as though I was a dress she’d bought that had never quite fit like it did on the model in the photograph and she wished she’d returned it at the time.

The train carriage smelled of musty air and cheese and onion crisps. A man sitting further down the carriage was looking at me over his newspaper. As I caught his eye, he smiled. I scowled back. He ducked back behind his broadsheet. I wasn’t invisible after all.

I stared out at the grimy northern town that was now intruding into the countryside. The train would be pulling into Newcastle Central Station soon. From there, it was a half-hour bus ride and I would be back home in Cramlington, with its concrete council estates, budget supermarkets and the aroma of Greggs sausage rolls permeating the air.

Back to the house I grew up in. Nothing will have changed. The same faces, the same smells, the same furniture, as if stuck in an 80s time warp. Part of me was comforted by the thought. That was why I was here after all, to escape from what sometimes felt like a middle-class prison so that I could put it all into perspective, what my life had become and what I wanted it to be, but there was also a fair amount of trepidation at seeing my mother again. I hadn’t called to tell her I was coming.

Bert would at least be pleased to see me.

My phone alerted me to an email coming through and I opened it to see a message from Viola, confirming that they would meet me on Friday evening so that we could talk it over. I tried to ignore the tickling excitement I felt at the prospect of seeing Sam again, but the truth was I had missed him. I texted Paul to see if he was home on Friday to watch the children so that I could go and return the laptop and his reply came back immediately, saying that he thought it was a good idea so that we could ‘finish the whole silly business once and for all’.

*

Thirty minutes later, I stepped off the bus at the bottom of a familiar street. The pebble-dashed houses were the same as the day I had left, as was the biting wind cutting through my coat and snapping at my face. It was always at least ten degrees colder here than in London, and looked cheerless and greyer too.

Despite the overcast sky, I slipped my sunglasses over my eyes and hauled my bag onto my shoulder before trudging up the hill, feeling like the outsider I was. I stopped outside number eleven and reached over the bottle green, peeling gate to unlatch it. It creaked as it swung open and I could hear the canned voices of a television programme in the air. The smell of fresh laundry travelled on the breeze.

I approached the door, stepping over a worm creeping across the damp pavement, and took a breath before knocking firmly. Inside, a dog barked deeply and a husky voice told it to ‘get by’. The volume of the television was muted abruptly.

A minute passed and the door opened a crack.

‘Mam? It’s me.’ I removed my sunglasses.

I could hear snuffling and snorting at the bottom of the door. Then it was nudged open and an overweight British bulldog barrelled through and collided with my legs.

I couldn’t help but smile. The dog was pawing and wriggling around my legs in delight.

‘Hi Bert!’ I said, squatting down to make as much fuss as I could while he squirmed and twisted, his lack of a tail making his entire back end wag joyfully.

‘So what’s this in aid of then?’ My mother stood in the doorway, her hands planted on her substantial waist.

‘Hi Mam. I thought I’d come and surprise you.’

Bert had worn himself out and shuffled back inside, casting glances over his shoulder to make sure I was coming in. I hadn’t been invited yet though. My mother was scrutinising me.

‘You’ve lost weight.’ She stepped aside and held the door open for me. I picked up my bag.

The door to the house next door flew open and a thin, elderly woman peered out.

‘Everything all right over there, Linda?’ she croaked.

My mother stuck her head around the door frame. ‘Yes, Norma, everything’s fine. Our Kathy’s come to visit. Bit of a surprise – and here I am in me slippers and pinny!’

Norma emerged from the door and wandered over, trailing cigarette ash. ‘Eeee, Kathy, how are ya? It’s been a while, mind. I can’t get used to seeing you with that lovely dark hair. You’ll always be a fair-haired bairn to me. And mind, you’ve got skinny.’

‘Hi Norma. I’m good, thanks. How are you?’

‘Can’t complain, pet, can’t complain. You still living in that London? Terrible that business you were involved in. All done with it now though, eh?’

I just nodded. ‘You still smoking, Norma?’

She chuckled. ‘Aye, well, it hasn’t killed us yet. How’s that posh fella of yours and them lovely little ’uns?’

‘All fine, thanks Norma.’

‘Well, I’ll let you get inside and get a cuppa. Ta-ra, love.’

‘Bye, Norma.’

She shuffled back indoors.

‘Well, don’t just stand there. Get inside. The whole street’ll know you’re here now.’ Mam tutted.

I followed her into the hallway and shut the door behind me. The wallpaper was the same eclectic print of blue peacocks, the carpet the same dark brown swirls; nothing had changed since I had left all those years ago.

Mam shuffled her slippers through into the lounge and I put my bag at the foot of the stairs and followed. Bert had collapsed on the sofa and was peering at me, his tongue lolling. I sat next to him, gently stroking his head. He gazed at me in adoration.

‘Bert looks good, a bit podgy, mind,’ I said.

Mam had heaved her own bulk into the armchair by the window and pulled her cardigan tight across her ample chest.

‘Well, he’s getting on a bit now. And I can’t take him for walks any more – my hip, you know.’ She picked up a remote control from the side table next to her and unmuted the television. A chat show blared into the room, advising women on the best winter coats to disguise an apple-shaped body.

‘I’ll make us a cup of tea, shall I?’ I asked, slipping back into the role of carer like a well-worn dressing gown.

‘Can do. There’s biscuits in the tin.’

I stroked Bert once more, then headed into the kitchen at the back of the house. The cream melamine units and small Formica kitchen table were spotlessly clean but dated straight back to when the kitchen had been fitted. I remembered my mother’s excitement back then. She’d hosted a ‘cocktail party’ as a ‘kitchen warming’, with cheese on sticks, glacé cherries and my dad serving tall glasses of Cinzano while the neighbours fawned over the new modern appliances. I remember hiding under the table during the party and giggling as I watched the feet moving around like the opening credits of Footloose, while cracker crumbs fell to the linoleum floor like dust. I had a sudden moment of sadness. How had life got so complicated? Everything seemed simpler then or was that just the naiveté of youth clouding my memory? I hardly recognised myself any more.

I stood against the counter as the kettle roiled and bubbled behind me and stared out of the window into the small, narrow back garden. It was paved in grey concrete slabs with a washing line stretched from one end to the other. Weeds forced themselves between the slabs, the insistent yellow heads of dandelions swaying in the wind. Beyond the back fence I could see the path that led into the village, one I had walked many times to school, the shops and later the pub. Next door, in a back garden that was a mirror image to ours, Norma’s sheets flapped in the biting wind, struggling against the pegs.

I wasn’t convinced coming back here was the right move, but I was starting to feel my feet grounding again, the stress of the last few days shedding from my skin.

The kettle clicked off and I reached into the cupboard for mugs, muscle memory knowing exactly where everything was.

I wandered back into the lounge with the tea on an old tin tray emblazoned with a commemorative photo of Charles and Diana’s royal wedding day, a plate of custard creams obscuring Diana’s shy smile.

‘So, you going to tell me what’s happened?’ Mam said without looking away from the television screen.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Something must’ve happened. You wouldn’t just turn up without a reason. Not after all this time.’

I felt my hackles rise as I set the tray down. ‘There’s no reason. I just wanted to see you and Bert.’

‘Well, since I wasn’t expecting you, I haven’t got anything in for tea. It’ll have to be the chippy.’

‘That’s fine. I don’t mind. I don’t want you to go to any extra trouble.’

‘How long are you staying? You’ll have to make the bed up in your room.’

‘Just one night. I have to get back for Lily and Jack tomorrow.’


‘How are they? Still doing well at school?’

‘Yes, they’re great.’ She knew they were fine because I got the kids to phone her every week to tell her their news. They may not see much of her, but it was important that they stayed in touch.

I dunked my custard cream in the strong tea and had a sudden sense of déjà vu from when I would come home from school and sit cross-legged on the floor illegally watching Grange Hill and dunking my favourite biscuits. My mother had hated the programme and was convinced it would lead me astray.

I had a sudden urge to cry. Putting my cup aside, I excused myself from the room, mumbling something about the bathroom. Bert heaved himself from the couch and followed me, panting heavily as he bounded up the stairs to keep up. I made my way into the bathroom on the landing and waited for him to catch up before closing the door and perching on the edge of the avocado-coloured bath. He flopped down at my feet on the threadbare bath mat.

I dropped my head and swallowed against the lump in my throat, felt the tears stab at my eyelids. Bert rested his head on my foot and gazed up at me. If I had thought coming here would distract me, then I was wrong. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was passing up a golden opportunity, but I was also terrified of taking my writing any further. I had to accept my decision and move on with my life with Paul. Comfortable; settled; secure; dull. A life where the most dramatic thing that could happen would be to rebel by putting the bins out the night before collection day. That was what I wanted, wasn’t it? To be inconspicuous, left alone? No more taunting or fear?

It wasn’t just the messages though. Something else had been nagging at me too. Something to do with Viola, like an itch I couldn’t reach, ever since she had been to the house. But I couldn’t hold onto the thought long enough to identify it. The connection would be cut on Friday anyway when I handed back the laptop and I never had to see her or Sam again.

Sam. He had become a better friend to me in the last few short weeks than Helen or anyone else had been for years. Or was that just because he told me what I wanted to hear? No, I was so much more myself with him and I didn’t feel like I was playing house like I did with Helen, trying to cover up my working-class roots that poked insistently into my middle-class surroundings like the persistent weeds outside. Me with my tins of Ambrosia rice pudding and little bottles of Babycham hidden like a dirty secret at the back of the cupboard, but a comforting reminder of how much I’d changed. But had I actually changed for the better?

My mind was dragging in disorientating circles and I couldn’t still it. What I really wanted to do was to drink my tea, eat some fish and chips, and watch mindless programmes with my mother until the day faded away. That was why I had come, wasn’t it? To distance myself from all of it and set my mind straight so that I could get back to the way things were?

I stood up, splashed some cold water on my face and headed back down the stairs, with Bert bouncing down ahead of me.

*

I grabbed Bert’s lead from the shelf and headed out, my pace dictated by the hefty bulldog at my ankles. He was far too rotund for his own good, so this would be a slow amble to the chippy. We strolled along the familiar streets, the footsteps well-practised, the scenery familiar. And with every step, I felt my paranoia lift, knowing that whoever had been watching me wouldn’t have followed me here.

Bert was keeping pace, but his breathing was loud and raspy. He was getting on in years now. A rescue dog originally, apparently abandoned as a one-year-old because he refused to be house-trained, Norma had read about him in the local paper after I had left for London and had told my mother about him in the hope that the company would help to stop her depression from spiralling out of control without me there to manage it.

My mother had bonded with Bert immediately and she had even managed to house-train him, probably because they were so devoted to each other that he would do anything for her. He had been her constant companion for all these years and had indeed kept her depression at bay, just as Bo often proved a remedial tonic for me. But Bert was thirteen now, a true geriatric, and I often worried about what would happen to my mum when he was gone.

We rounded the corner to the high street and pushed through the door into the chippy. Comforting smells of sharp vinegar and cloying oil hit my nostrils. The small, elderly Chinese man behind the counter looked up from scooping chips out of a fryer.

‘Kathy! Is that you? How are you?’ Everyone here knew me as chubby blonde Kathy Baxter, not the Katie Hayes I grew into with her glossy dark hair, branded clothes and high, cutting cheekbones.

‘Hey, Mr Liu. I’m good, thanks, and you?’

‘Ah, can’t complain. You look good. Where you living these days?’

Despite having lived in the north of England for decades, Mr Liu still had a strong Chinese accent. I had been eating his chips and curry sauce since I was little and had been school friends with his daughter, Lisa. We used to pop in after school and he’d feed us free chips served with a dollop of pride and a splash of curry sauce.

‘I’m still in London. How’s Lisa?’

‘She’s good! She is married with a baby now, little Isaac, and she’s a nurse at the RVI.’

‘Ah, that’s lovely. Please tell her I said hello.’

‘Yes, yes. What about you? What you been doing?’

‘Nothing to set the world alight yet, Mr Liu.’

‘Ah, you’ve got those lovely children of yours though, that’s enough.’ My mother had clearly shared some of my news, but I doubt she’d shared all of it.

Bert sat and panted at my feet. Mr Liu looked down over the counter.

‘Hi Bert. You want your usual?’

Bert shuffled his bottom against the linoleum in response.

‘What about you, Kathy? Your mum’s usual and for you?’

‘Yes please, and cod and chips for me with your famous curry sauce. I’ve travelled a long way for that sauce. Loads of salt and vinegar on the chips too please.’

He smiled widely and started scooping chips into newspaper.

The door opened behind me, letting in a rush of chilly air. I moved to the side, but Bert’s bottom was firmly planted in place and he was not for moving. I looked up to apologise to the new customer and came face to face with Darren, my ex from high school.

I stopped breathing for a minute, felt vomit rush up the back of my throat, but I swallowed it back down. He was one of the reasons I didn’t come back much – and the reason I’d left.

‘I thought it was you. How are you, Kath?’ He looked older around the forehead and much heavier around the waist, but the sparkle in his green eyes was the same. My stomach spasmed and my palms started to sweat.

‘Darren, hi.’

He moved to kiss me on the cheek, but I swerved, resulting in an awkward half clench, half headbutt of a greeting.

He leaned down to pet Bert. There was no bum shuffle this time.

Good boy.

‘So, how’ve you been?’ he repeated, straightening up. ‘Still in London?’

‘Yeah, still there.’

‘You must be doing all right then? You look good.’

‘Yeah, it’s great.’ Less is more…

‘I heard about all the trouble you got into. That all forgotten now?’

I nodded.

‘What can I get you?’ Mr Liu interrupted.

‘Hey, Mr Liu, the usual please.’

Mr Liu nodded and carried on his prep.

‘Still writing your little stories? Got any published yet?’

I felt prickles of annoyance. Some things didn’t change. Darren had never understood my love of writing back then. In his opinion, anything even vaguely creative was more of a hobby than a career choice. When I’d left, I gave him very little by way of explanation, except to blame it on his ability to sleep with anyone that batted her eyelashes at him and a desire to pursue a career in publishing. He didn’t know the real reasons behind the move. Yes, sleeping his way through most of our high school class was part of it, as was his heavy hand after a night on the booze. But there was more to it than that – something only my mother and I knew and that I had kept locked away, like Pandora’s box, for a long time, fearful of what might happen if it saw the light of day. Just another box of secrets growing dusty on the shelf. Nothing to see here, folks.

I avoided answering his question. ‘What about you? Settled down yet or still sleeping your way through the North-East?’

‘Now, now, jealousy makes you nasty. No, actually, I’ve settled down. I married Jenni a few years back, got a couple of little ’uns. Still working at my dad’s construction place. All good in the hood.’

‘Great.’ I feigned enthusiasm but could think of nothing duller. I remembered Jenni from school, a small, plain girl with little ambition and no sense of humour. I could just picture the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle they led.

Compared to yours, you mean? Touché.

‘Here you go, Kathy. Two cod and chips, curry sauce, mushy peas and a battered sausage for Bert with some extra scratchings.’

‘No wonder he’s looking porky, Mr Liu. You spoil him!’ I smiled in gratitude.

‘Ah, but he’s a lovely old soul.’

Bert wiggled in response. I took the bag Mr Liu was holding out and reached into my handbag for my purse.

As I turned to go, I said to Darren through gritted teeth, ‘Well, nice to see you. Say hi to Jenni.’

‘I will. How long are you here for?’

‘Just tonight. Thanks, Mr Liu.’

‘Bye Kathy. Say hi to your mam,’ he replied.

Bert was up and heading to the door already, the smell of battered sausage propelling him forwards. I followed with a quick ‘bye’ over my shoulder.

I exhaled as I walked down the street and around the corner, old annoyances kicking at my heels and stirring up the same old dust: that Darren still thought my dreams were pointless; that I hadn’t proved him wrong; that he could still evoke a reaction in me, even if a wholly unpleasant one.

I picked up the pace, Bert happy to loll faster with his dinner front of mind. My ears pricked at the sound of quick footsteps coming up behind me and I clenched my fist around the handle of my bag, my back stiffening, suddenly irrationally terrified that whoever had been following me in London was behind me now. I straightened my arm, ready to swing the bag of hot chips into their face.

A hand grabbed my arm and I spun around.

‘Kath, just wondered if you wanted a drink later?’ Darren was standing behind me, looking hopeful.

‘No, thanks, Darren. I’m only here for one night and I need to spend the time with Mam.’

‘Come on, for old times’ sake. We used to have a laugh, me and you… among other things… What’s a drink between old friends?’ His hand was now stroking my arm, his smile lascivious. He hadn’t changed then. He fully expected me to drop my knickers right there in the street after just one smile.

‘I don’t think so. Go home to your kids, Darren.’ I turned my back on him and walked away quickly.

‘You haven’t changed, Kath. Still think you’re better than us lot, don’t ya? You’re not all that!’ he called after me.

I flipped him my middle finger and carried on walking, a little of the old Kathy awakened inside of me.

*

I closed the front door and reached down to let Bert off his lead.

‘Hi Mam.’

Bert rushed into the lounge to say hello to her and I wandered straight through to the kitchen with the sweating bag of food, my pulse still jangling from my run-in with Darren. The dinner trays were still stashed on the top of the cupboard – the same ones we had used when it was just Mam and me. I laid out cutlery and turned to fetch some plates, taking deep breaths.

Her hushed slipper shuffle drew up behind me as I reached into the cupboard.

‘Don’t bother with plates. We can eat from the paper. Vinegar on?’ Mam asked.

‘Yes. Mr Liu says hello.’

‘Bless him. Did he send a battered sausage for Bert?’

‘He did – and extra scratchings.’

‘Grand. Did he tell you his wife died a year or so back? Probably all that chip fat they breathe in. He is lovely though. Such a thoughtful man.’

I raised an eyebrow at her but didn’t say anything. I had a sneaky suspicion my mother was eating more chips than usual, which might explain her widening girth and the twinkle in her eye as she spoke about Mr Liu. She’d never admit it though. All men are bastards after all. That was practically my lullaby from the age of twelve.

I placed the oily paper packages straight onto the trays and opened them up, releasing salt and vinegar tartness that set my mouth to watering instantly.

Mam trundled back to the lounge and I carried her tray through for her, waiting until she’d settled in her chair before placing it on her lap. She began to break off bits of sausage for Bert, who sat obligingly at her feet, the slobber dripping from his jowls.

I fetched my own tray and settled myself down on the couch as the instantly recognisable chords of the Coronation Street theme tune began to play. I dipped a chip into Mr Liu’s curry sauce and an overwhelming sense of nostalgia took me straight back to the years after my dad had left when it was just me and Mam.

Time had a way of standing still here. When it came time for me to leave home, she had let me go for many reasons. She’d always wanted more for me than just settling down like most of the girls I knew. Pushing me to leave had been a way of avoiding the inevitable. But ultimately, I’d still done just that and failed her all the same.

‘You’re not eating.’ Mam’s voice cut into my thoughts. ‘You going to tell me what’s wrong yet?’

‘There’s nothing wrong.’

‘You don’t normally just turn up on the doorstep.’

‘It’s fine, Mam.’

She turned her attention back to the television and I tucked into the plate of food in front of me. Mr Liu still made a good batter and I wolfed it down. Paul would’ve been horrified at my table manners. Bert had finished his sausage and was now being hand-fed chips.

In the ad break, I picked up my tray and wandered through to the kitchen, my dinner demolished and my belly swollen. I went back to collect Mam’s tray, stepping over a satisfied Bert who lay sated and snoring at her feet.

As I returned to my seat, Mam said, ‘Is it man trouble? You fallen out with Paul?’

‘No, nothing like that.’

‘Oh god, it’s not something to do with that nasty business you got caught up in, is it?’

I said nothing.

‘What happened to the book and that author who was helping you?’

‘Mam, I don’t want to talk about it.’

She went quiet, but I could feel her eyes on me. The ads punctuated the silence between us.

‘I’ve told you before, you can’t trust a man and you certainly can’t pin your future on one. They always let you down. Has your father not taught you anything?’

I had wondered how long it would take for her to mention him. When he’d left, my mother had given up on everything: her job, looking after herself, even looking after me to a certain extent. I learnt independence the hard way so that I could stand on my own two feet rather than relying on a man to prop me up.

She had battled with depression, which meant holding down a job became difficult and I had never known what I would come home to on any given day. Of course, I had first-hand experience of it all now and understood, but back then I was just a kid trying to do my best. My mother’s sense of betrayal and hurt had been all-encompassing and she had never really recovered or let it go. She had exuded disappointment from every pore at her lot in life from the moment my father had left. Instead of cuddles, I got pep talks about aiming high and reaching for the stars, and not letting emotion cloud my ambitions – or worse, stony silence for days.

‘Don’t, Mam, please.’

‘Just don’t let a man ruin your life like he did mine, is all I’m saying. You’re more than that. I said that when you left, but you didn’t listen.’

I sighed.

‘What? What have I said now?’ Mam glared at me.

‘Nothing.’ I stared resolutely at the television screen without seeing it.

‘You’re just like your father, you know.’ I’d heard this a few times over the years too. ‘Letting your heart rule over your brain. You always were a dreamer. Well, dreaming doesn’t do much good for people like us. That’s how you got yourself into trouble – too much dreaming and not paying attention.’

She was another one that kept throwing past mistakes in my face. I couldn’t keep quiet any longer. ‘You never thought I would be successful anyway, did you? You would’ve preferred me to get myself a sensible little office job and to live a quiet life. Well, don’t worry, I’ve knocked the whole idea of being a writer wide. I got ahead of myself and let my heart rule my head just like you said. So much for being an independent woman with ambition.’

‘I never said you wouldn’t be successful as a writer. I just didn’t want you to waste your life chasing a dream that might not happen. At least you chose a man who can look after you, instead of a waster like I did. That’s something. And you came to your senses over that Darren, who was just like your father.’ She stared at the screen, her face drooping into her neck.

My dad. He was like a shadow that hung over me. He hadn’t stayed in touch with me after he left, hadn’t even said goodbye, and I had no idea if he thought about me or remembered he even had a daughter. Would he be proud of the ghost I had become? At least my mother had always been there, even if she hadn’t been one for tactile displays of affection or soft words of encouragement.

I reined myself in, like I always did. It wasn’t worth the argument. ‘I saw him at the chippy. Darren.’

‘Oh yeah? Smarmy git.’ We agreed on that at least. I smiled sadly.

‘For what it’s worth, I always thought Dad was a coward for leaving us. He was wrong for hurting us, particularly you, and I think he will likely have regretted it. But I also think you should’ve moved on.’

‘Moved on?’ Her voice was shrill. She finally turned away from the television and was almost threatening to get out of her chair. Bert looked from her to me, then got up and waddled from the room in the hope of staying out of the line of fire. ‘Don’t you think I’ve tried? But what did I have to move on to? There was nothing for me. I gave up everything to be his wife and your mother. I had a good job before I had you, but he wanted me to be at home. Then, when he left, it was too late for me to start again. Instead, I’m in the same house, in the same chair, eating the same fish and chips.’ She threw herself against the chair cushions, looking wretched.

‘I’m sorry, Mam. I’m just tired. I don’t want to argue with you. I just wanted to come and see you and Bert, spend some time at home and regroup. As I say, I’ve given up on the book and I’m concentrating on my family now.’

‘You shouldn’t have bothered coming back. There’s nothing here for you. You’re better off in London with your husband, your fancy house and children. Paul may not be very interesting, but he’s stood by you. That whole business, seeing you dragged through the papers like that, knowing the neighbours were whispering about it. It was a terrible time. But he stuck with you when other men wouldn’t have. God knows, it’s not like you were clever at academic subjects or anything at school. The pretty one, yes, but not the smartest. Mind, you could always tell a good story. Sure, you could’ve had a nice life here, but as a single mother probably if you’d stayed with Darren, working in Morrisons on the tills. That’s not what I wanted for you, but I told you nothing would come of the writing. It’s not for people like us, all these grand ideas of fame and fortune.’

‘You’re right. Moving away was not what I wanted, but I didn’t really have much of a choice, did I? I don’t think you ever asked me what I wanted then. You just packed me up and didn’t look back. And you never actually bothered to come and see for yourself what went on in scary, nasty London. Even when I was in trouble and needed you, you stayed away. Embarrassed by your own daughter. You’d rather hide in here in your chair with your daytime telly. And for the record, I haven’t failed at being a writer; I’ve just decided to put my children first for now. An unfamiliar concept, I know.’

I wanted to say more, but bit down hard on my lip because I had already said too much, the years of frustration, loneliness and disappointment using me like a ventriloquist’s dummy. I pushed to my feet and stalked from the room, the air oppressive and suffocating. But as I went, I couldn’t help but see the hurt on her face all the same.

I leaned over the kitchen sink, looking out at the dark backyard. I felt desolate. Bert came to rest his head on my foot. Guilt put its arms around me and, along with it, shame. I should never had said those things, I knew that, but there were only so many times my mother could push me. She wanted me to be independent, but not to follow my dreams. She wanted me to have a family, but didn’t approve of the man I had chosen. She wanted me to have a career, but scoffed at the choice I had made. She claimed to be my mother, but was never there when I needed her. I couldn’t win, no matter what I did, and the irony of it was that I had ended up exactly where she hadn’t wanted me to be: married, dependent on a man who made all of my decisions for me, victimised by my past mistakes, with all my teenage feistiness wrung out of me like dirty water.

After taking a moment to slow my heart rate and diffuse my anger, I returned to the lounge.

‘I’m sorry, Mam. I should never had said those things. I was just angry, is all.’

She had resumed staring at the screen and didn’t look at me. ‘You’ll be going first thing, will you?’

I watched her for a moment, sadness weighing me down. ‘Yeah, the early train. I won’t wake you, so I’ll say goodbye now.’ I walked over and gave her a kiss on her weathered cheek. ‘Love you, Mam,’ I said quietly.

I got no response, so grabbed my bag from the hallway and headed upstairs to my old bedroom.

It was like a mausoleum, a monument to my childhood. Mam had made my bed up in my old duvet cover when I was out fetching the dinner, the red and yellow pattern a familiar friend. I ran my fingers down the bright, geometric-patterned wallpaper and flicked through the pages of the piles of novels still sitting on my desk: Wuthering Heights; Return of the Native; Jane Eyre – all the romantic novels I had devoured as a teenager and had wanted to emulate.

I pulled open the wardrobe and musty air escaped, revealing Connect 4 and Operation on the shelves and my old jeans hanging on the rail. I pulled them off the hanger and marvelled at how much bigger I had been as a teenager, how I’d had to lie down on the bed and breathe in before I could do up the zip, too many chippie teas making the seams strain. I could wear these now and they’d be baggy.

Peering into my bedside cabinet, I pulled out a pile of my old journals, each one dated and locked with a tiny padlock. My mother had bought me a new one every year from when I was about ten and I had written in it every night, the words on the lined pages comforting me more than any person could.

I spread the journals out on the bed, desperate to reconnect with my teenage self when I was still a dreamcatcher. Reaching into the back of the drawer on my desk, my fingers felt around and found the familiar bunch of tiny keys for the padlocks.

I pulled the curtains against the cold night and undressed down to my T-shirt and knickers. The room was stiflingly warm, but then Mam always had the heating ratcheted up.

Lying beneath the duvet as the shadows drifted across the walls, I felt old feelings of resentment and injustice inching across my skin. My relationship with my mother had never been a loving one. Even before my dad had left, any affection had come from him, while Mam had lavished all of her attention on him. She had idolised him, her childhood sweetheart. After he left, my mother had gone into mourning for the man who had abandoned her. I then spent years trying to make up for his defection, to fill the crater he had left behind, to distract her by trying to make her proud. With no siblings to lean on, my predominant memory of my teenage years was loneliness.

Perhaps that was why I had fallen so hard for Darren, hoping to mimic what my mother had had with my father, but more successfully. However, this time it had been me that had left him before he could leave me.

I sat up late into the night reading the journals, my mind full of could’ve beens, wanting to weep for the mistakes I’d made. I had been on the right path for a while and a moment of carelessness had brought it all to an abrupt halt. Then, years later, another moment of carelessness and…

I slammed the last journal shut. Why had I come back here? What had I hoped would happen? That my mother would give me a hug and offer me some sound advice? Tell me that I should follow my dream after all and make something of myself, even if I was almost forty years old and someone’s mum? There was a first time for everything, I suppose.

Fury bubbled in the pit of my stomach the more I thought about it. I leaned over and shoved the journals into my bag to take back home with me, then pulled the duvet up higher, tucking it under my chin as though it could stifle the scream that was edging up my throat.

I fell into a fitful sleep, in which I dreamt that I was pregnant, the labour long and torturous, the baby when it was born not human but a copy of my novel wrapped in a bright yellow velvet jacket. Darren stood by my bedside, laughing and saying, ‘I read it and thought it was shit.’

I woke with the duvet strangling my legs, vinegar residue furring up my teeth and a dull ache in my temples. I looked at my watch and saw it was 6 a.m.

I crept downstairs to find that Mam had fallen asleep in her armchair under a blanket, the television still on, the volume turned down low, with Bert curled up at her feet. I made a cup of tea and drank it in the kitchen, with the clock ticking in the silence and the sounds of Bert’s snores filtering through the thin walls. My mind was still now, the last threads of the dream dispersing into the morning.

I quietly collected my bag, gave Bert one last tickle behind the ear, kissed my mother lightly on the cheek without waking her and headed towards the door.

The darkness was losing substance around the edges as daylight made its presence felt, but I didn’t see any of it. I kept my head tucked down low and made my way back the way I had come.
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I was a little late to step out of my front door later that afternoon, but I paused anyway, letting the weak wintry sun sit on my skin for a moment, my ears closed to the sounds of cars parking and mothers chatting as they rushed past the house on their way to collect their precious offspring from school. I still felt flat after seeing my mother and I needed to shake that off before I saw Paul. He had warned me not to go after all. He was always right.

I walked quickly to the school gates, ignoring the other parents around me, oblivious now to the irrefutable dislike that emanated from them in waves. The air was alive with bursts of laughter as the children streamed out of the classrooms, their joy at being released tangible in the air.

This was what was important. Not selfish goals and idealistic dreams, not people’s opinions and judgements, but the needs of my children. I had to put them first again. I had lost myself for a while, but I now accepted that this was my place. I waited in the main quadrangle, straining my neck to see over the heads of the heaving masses as I kept my eyes peeled for Lily and Jack. I could see Helen to my right and I waved.

She threaded her way over and said, ‘You look better. Good trip home, I gather? Everything was fine yesterday, but you might have some making up to do with Paul. He was a bit chippy this morning. Sounds like the kids might have given him a hard time about bedtime or something.’

‘Oh, right, thanks for the heads-up.’ I rolled my eyes. ‘And thanks again for helping me out.’

‘Hey, any time. You’d do the same for me if I needed it.’

I felt a tug on my arm and Jack was in front of me, eyes shining and a huge grin on his face. ‘Hey handsome!’ I said and pulled him into a firm hug.

Helen smiled. ‘I’ll speak to you later,’ she said and moved off into the swarm.

‘Everything okay last night?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, except dad wouldn’t let us watch the next episode of The Flash and then he sent us up to bed really early.’

‘Well, you know what he can be like. He likes his quiet time in the evenings, doesn’t he? And we have to respect that. Besides, it will have recorded, so you can watch it this afternoon as a special treat. We’ll make some popcorn and you, me and Lils will slob out on the couch and watch, okay?’ I smiled down at him. ‘Where is your sister anyway?’ I frowned and searched the faces around me, which were thinning rapidly now.

‘Her class was let out before mine. I saw her walking past our tutor room door, so she must be here somewhere.’

There was now just a slow trickle of children and parents milling around, the initial rush of home time over, but Lily wasn’t among them. My eyes swept from one side of the courtyard to the other.

‘Did she say anything about a club after school? Does she have netball practice or anything like that?’ I asked Jack, trying not to let the unease I was feeling coat my words.

‘Not today. It’s Tuesday. She doesn’t do anything on a Tuesday.’

‘Okay, can you just go and check the netball courts for me quickly though please?’ My voice now had an edge to it. ‘Meet me in the office. I’ll go and check her classroom in case she forgot something and had to go back.’

Jack headed off around the back of the block of classrooms to the left and I walked briskly to the right, flinging open the door to the building and taking the stairs two by two until I was in Lily’s year group base. It was empty apart from one teacher clearing up the debris from an arts and crafts station.

‘Hi, Mrs Ludlow, have you seen Lily? I can’t find her in the courtyard.’


‘I haven’t, sorry. They were let out a few minutes early. Perhaps try the office. Someone may have sent her on an errand.’

‘Thank you,’ I said over my shoulder, already heading back down the stairs. My heart was a drum thudding against my ribcage as panic took over. What ifs shouted in my ears as I rushed to the office.

Jack was waiting for me. ‘She’s not there,’ he said.

I tried to steady my breathing, but I was gulping in great mouthfuls.

‘Maybe she’s waiting outside the gate?’ he said carefully.

‘Yes, yes, good idea.’

‘Can I help?’ the school secretary said from behind the counter.

‘I, er… I’m just looking for my daughter. She hasn’t come out yet and it’s not like her to be this late,’ I said, looking around.

‘Okay, well, we can help you search the grounds if need be’

‘Let me check the quad again and outside to see if she’s waiting there.’

‘If not, come straight back and we will find her together.’ The woman smiled calmly.

I rushed through the door and back outside. The quad was now empty and the caretaker was starting to close the school gates for the day. I grabbed Jack by the hand and rushed over to him.

Someone has taken her. Someone has taken my little girl.

I grabbed the caretaker by the arm, ignoring his shock at the sudden physical contact. ‘Excuse me, have you seen—’

‘Mum,’ Jack interrupted.

‘Wait, Jack,’ I snapped back.

‘But, Mum, she’s with a woman over there. They’re walking away.’ Jack was pointing down the street.

‘What?’ I turned and could see two figures heading into the distance, but panic was clouding my vision and I couldn’t tell if it was Lily or not. ‘Are you sure it’s her?’

I was still holding the caretaker’s arm. ‘Are you okay, miss?’ he asked cautiously.

‘Jack, stay here. Do not move.’ I took off down the street, my feet slapping against the pavement and my breathing thin. I could see the pair Jack had pointed out and as I drew closer, I recognised Lily’s bright pink rucksack on her back. The woman walking with her was tall and wearing dark blue chinos and some sort of blazer. She had something yellow clutched in her hand, bright against her dark clothes. I sped up, fear and anger fuelling my feet.

‘Hey, you! Stop!’ I roared.

I ignored the curious glances around me, my eyes trained only on the pair in front. They turned and Lily broke into a wide grin, which melted into a frown as she saw the state I was in.

‘Lily!’

‘Mum, what’s wrong?’

I grabbed her and pulled her into a vice-like hug, then looked up at the woman who had taken her.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’

Viola smiled calmly back at me. ‘Well, I was looking for you.’

‘But why did you take Lily?’

She frowned above her smile. ‘I didn’t take her. Let’s leave the melodrama for the writing, shall we? I came to your house to speak to you, but you weren’t in and I remember you telling me about school being really close by, so I thought I would walk over here and see if I could catch you on your way home. It’s such a lovely afternoon, after all. And I saw Lily, waiting patiently. She thought she’d missed you, so I offered to walk her home.’ She then fluttered a hand to her chest. ‘I’m sorry, did we give you a fright?’ The hand held the scrap of yellow velvet that I had seen in her handbag. Something lurched in my brain again.

I felt like I had stopped breathing altogether, light-headed as shock took over from the panic. ‘I… Jack and I… Jack!’

I turned and could see Jack in the distance, still standing with the caretaker where I had left him.

‘Jack! Come here!’ I bellowed. He started to jog towards us.

‘Mum? Are you okay? Did I do something wrong?’ Lily asked.

I couldn’t get my thoughts in order. Viola? Here? Taking Lily? No, a misunderstanding. She was trying to help. I wanted to weep with relief – and slap Viola hard. Jack came up before I could do either.

‘Shall we head back to yours? I would love a cup of tea,’ Viola said, as though nothing unusual had just occurred.

‘Mum?’ Lily asked again, trepidation making her head tilt.

‘I’m okay. I just… I was worried, that’s all. I couldn’t find you.’ I took hold of Lily and Jack’s hands firmly and starting walking, not trusting myself to speak to Viola yet.

‘It is such a beautiful afternoon, isn’t it? Can we call it an Indian summer, do you think? I may need to remove my jacket,’ Viola wittered as we walked. The scrap of material was no longer clenched between her fingers. Had I imagined that?

I concentrated on slowing my pulse and letting go of the urge to grab Viola by the hair and throw her to the pavement.

Just a misunderstanding. You’ve jumped to conclusions.

‘How’s Nana?’ Lily asked in a quiet voice.

‘She’s fine, princess. She’s just the same.’

‘And Bert?’ Jack asked.

I smiled at them both. ‘Also just the same. A bit too chunky though, I have to say.’

Viola pushed her way into the conversation. ‘Is that your grandad?’

‘No, it’s my nana’s bulldog. He’s really silly and lazy,’ Lily replied.

‘I have a dog. A greyhound called Milo.’ Viola continued. I bristled at every word, my reunion with my children ruined. Why was she even here?

Lily’s eyes lit up. She loved animals of all kinds and had already voiced the ambition to be a vet one day. ‘What’s he like?’ She let go of my hand and moved to walk next to Viola.

‘He’s very sensible, quite a serious dog, but greyhounds tend to be. Very beautiful and graceful.’

‘Our dog, Bo, is not sensible. He’s loopy,’ Jack contributed.

Viola laughed. ‘He is indeed. He’s a lot more bouncy and excitable than Milo.’

The three of them chatted casually about dogs as we neared the house, but I kept silent, working everything over in my head. Viola had her hand on Lily’s shoulder and it bothered me. I wanted to swat it away. Had I told Viola where the children went to school? I couldn’t remember doing so, but lately my brain had been all over the place. I wasn’t sure what I had said the last time I’d seen her because I was stressed about her being in my house first and foremost. She had been asking a lot of questions.

As we reached the house, I unlocked the door and the kids rushed in, shrugging off coats and abandoning them where they fell, kicking off shoes and tossing bags aside. In the space of five seconds, the hallway was in happy disarray. Viola stepped over the discarded items to follow them inside, uninvited.

I was taken aback, but swallowed it down. ‘Sorry, they just dump their stuff where it falls. I wish they wouldn’t, but that’s kids for you,’ I said in a low voice.

‘I wouldn’t know,’ she tossed over her shoulder at me.

Jack and Lily headed straight into the lounge and turned on the television. I hadn’t composed myself enough to object to the intrusion of CBBC yet.

I smiled tightly and closed the door. ‘Go through to the kitchen.’


She walked ahead of me, her head swivelling from side to side, taking everything in, just as she had the last time. The house wasn’t as tidy now. I had dumped my overnight bag on the stairs when I got home earlier and Paul hadn’t lifted a finger to clear up after himself while I was away. Abandoned cups, dirty plates and open envelopes graffitied every surface.

‘Excuse the mess,’ I said, but I found I didn’t care what she thought. If she had invited herself in, then she had to take us as we were.

‘Nonsense. It’s a home that looks like it’s lived in.’

In the kitchen I flung open a cupboard door and banged two mugs onto the counter. I had to say something, get this knot of anxiety and anger out of my chest before it asphyxiated me. ‘You should’ve told me you were coming – and you should never have taken Lily like that.’

‘Oh Katherine, I didn’t take her. You make it sound like I was walking off with her or something. We’re friends, aren’t we?’

Something about the way she said that made me think of the silky smooth voice of Kaa, the snake in The Jungle Book, and a shiver ran through me.

‘Having said that,’ she continued, ‘you really should speak to Lily about willingly going with strangers. I said I was a friend of yours and she didn’t need much persuasion.’

I really didn’t want parenting advice from Viola right now. My fingers gripped the teabag so tightly that my nails pierced the thin paper and the tea leaves sprinkled onto the counter.

‘Why are you here, Viola?’ My voice was a low rumble as I swept the debris into my palm and dumped it in the bin before taking a new teabag from the caddy.

‘Well, I have some news.’ I watched her as she sat at the table, crossing her legs sedately and clasping her hands in front of her, looking very pleased with herself. I rummaged in the cupboard for a packet of biscuits or something I could offer with the tea, anything to keep my hands busy and mask the angry trembles.

‘Mum, I’m hungry!’ Jack called from the lounge.

I looked back at Viola. ‘Excuse me a moment.’ I grabbed two bags of crisps, noting the annoyance that flitted across Viola’s face. I paused in the hallway, out of sight of my guest, and pressed my forehead to the wall, taking a couple of deep, steadying breaths. Feeling moderately more in control of my emotions, I went into the lounge to give Jack and Lily the crisps and returned to the kitchen to find Viola making the tea.

‘I’m being insensitive. You’ve had a bit of a shock and I haven’t given you two minutes to recover yet. I apologise. I can see how it must’ve looked. Here, sit down and drink this.’

‘Thank you.’

Viola could change direction with dizzying speed and it was disorienting – but then I was easily thrown these days. Most of the time I felt like I was juggling my emotions like grenades and if I dropped one, then the others would explode too.

I sat in the chair next to her, pulling the mug into my palms and enjoying the heat against my cold fingers. ‘Thanks,’ I repeated.

Stop being so bloody polite to her, Kathy! My mother’s voice rang in my ears.

I took a sip of the tea, but it was too soon and the liquid scalded the roof of my mouth. I inhaled sharply.


‘So as I was saying,’ Viola continued, ‘I have some news that I think you will find exciting.’ She paused for dramatic effect, but I said nothing, merely watched her over the rim of the mug. If she was expecting a reaction, she didn’t let on. ‘I’ve read your manuscript and I would like to offer you representation.’

The silence stretched between us.

‘As your agent,’ she added unnecessarily.

‘But I emailed you to say I wasn’t interested in publication any longer.’

‘Yes, yes, I know, but now that I’ve read it, I think it is a terrible waste not to pursue it. It’s fantastic, full of imagery, moving, gripping. I think we could secure you a multi-book deal with the right publisher – and you deserve it. I’ve talked it over with Sam and he agrees. You’ve put so much work into it that it would be a shame to just shove it in a drawer and forget about it.’

I looked down into my mug, conflicted.

‘Sam agrees?’

‘Yes, he’s thrilled with how it’s turned out.’

I could feel my heart racing and joy flooding up my legs at the recognition that I was good enough after all, but it wrestled with the annoyance I felt towards Viola, as well as trepidation at what this meant going forward. However, this was what I had been waiting to hear all my life and I smiled despite myself.

‘Can I ask why you don’t want to be published?’

How could I explain it to her? That my husband was convinced I wouldn’t be able to cope? That putting myself into the public eye could potentially open a box that I had worked hard to seal for over a decade? The last time I had to face it all, I didn’t cope very well – and now I had my children to consider. I couldn’t let them see me in that state if it happened again, if the truth was laid bare in the newspapers for a second time. I had to make sure that never happened.

‘I just… with the children and everything, it’s just not the right time. They still take up so much of my energy that pursuing a career now would be selfish. And Paul needs me here.’


‘But you’ve done the hard part. Writing it is the hard part! After that, it’s a case of a few suggested changes, a bit of marketing, which we could handle for you, and then you could take your time writing the next one. There would be no pressure – we would make sure of that.’ She sat forward and took hold of one of my hands, unclenching it from the mug, and stared earnestly into my eyes. Her skin was cold but smooth, like marble. ‘Don’t pass up this golden opportunity. This is your time.’

‘I don’t know.’ I pulled my hand from her grasp. ‘I have to consider my family and the impact on them. You don’t have kids. You don’t understand.’

Viola pushed to her feet abruptly and turned her back on me. ‘No, I don’t, but if I did, I know I would want them to be proud of my achievements and to be inspired by me.’ Viola was ringing her hands together vigorously. She seemed really fervent about all of this. Then she stopped and spun around. ‘Are you worried about what people will think, how they will react? Criticism comes with the territory, but if it makes you feel better, we could publish under a pseudonym.’ Her eyes were alight, almost manic.

‘Um, I kind of already use one.’

‘You do?’

I chewed my lip. ‘My real name is Katie Hayes. Katherine Baxter was my maiden name.’

‘Oh, right.’ Something flitted across Viola’s features, almost like a smirk. She sat down again and watched me closely. ‘I can see you’re struggling with this, so how about I give you some time to think it over. Sam and I will both be at the London apartment on Friday evening. I’m leaving him alone all week to write and I’m hoping he will have made up some ground by then. Why don’t you have dinner with us? You were planning to come to see us anyway and I know Sam wants to talk it over with you. He can explain better than I what you can expect going forward. No strings; just dinner.’ She stood and moved to go, before adding, ‘Besides, it’s your decision entirely. There will always be other debut authors for me to represent.’

My heart fluttered at the idea of being replaced, but then fluttered some more at the idea of telling Paul that this was what I wanted to do. I could tell him I was taking the laptop back, then talk it over with Sam first before I made a decision.

Viola was waiting for an answer.

‘Okay, that’s sounds like a good idea. I’ll join you for dinner.’

‘Excellent! In that case, I will leave you to your afternoon and will see you on Friday evening. Would 7 p.m. suit?’

‘Sure,’ I smiled and got to my feet to follow her to the door.

She leaned into the lounge as she passed. ‘Bye Jack, bye Lily. Lovely to see you today.’ They didn’t look up from the television to acknowledge her. ‘Such lovely kids,’ she said to me and I thought I detected a hint of sarcasm.

I said goodbye and closed the door firmly on her before letting out a breath. I resisted the sudden urge to pull the chain across too. The air had a perverse quality to it, like I was trapped in a surreal parallel dimension. I walked into the lounge and peered through the wooden shutters. Viola was standing on the other side of the street staring at the house and smiling. Then she climbed into a dark-coloured car and drove off.

As I watched the car pull away, I felt a smile reach across my own mouth.

Unexpectedly, I had to leave the room and rush upstairs as a wave of tears took me by surprise. I was shaking, but the tremors couldn’t dislodge the grin. I had an agent offer. I needed to tell someone – but who would understand? I couldn’t tell Paul yet and Helen wasn’t really on my side in this either. I sat on my bed, feeling the satisfying sink of the mattress, and picked up the handset from the bedside table. My fingers were still shaking, but I managed to press the numbers in the right order.

It rang for a while as always, but I knew she would answer.

‘Hello?’

‘Mam? It’s me.’

‘Kathy?’

‘Yes. How’s things?’

‘Oh, you know… same as yesterday. So why are you ringing? Did you get home all right? You were gone when I got up.’ The accusation weighed heavy in her voice.

‘I said I was leaving early. Anyway, I just… I have some news.’ I felt the truth like a cork in my throat.

‘You’re not pregnant again, are you? Was that why you came to visit me?’

‘No, nothing like that.’

‘Oh, right. So what is it then?’

Suddenly I didn’t want to share this with her after all. She wouldn’t understand either and probably wouldn’t be as proud of me as I desperately wanted her to be.

‘I…’ I could hear Bert snuffling in the background. ‘How’s Bert?’

‘He’s all you ask about! What about asking how my hip is?’

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. My euphoria was dissolving rapidly. ‘I did ask how you were. You didn’t say it was still bothering you and you seemed fine yesterday.’

‘I divvent like to complain when I don’t get to speak to you very often. Truth is, it’s excruciating these days. I struggle to get up and down the stairs. I sleep down here in my chair most nights now.’

‘What does the doctor say?’ Why hadn’t she told me that in person yesterday? I don’t know why I was surprised though. But then, had I actually asked her?

‘He says they will have to do a replacement, but I can’t, not living on my own. Who would take care of Bert?’

I felt the guilt nibbling away at me. ‘I could come back home for a bit, look after you?’

‘So that’s what this is all about.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Have you and Paul had a falling out? I knew it was only a matter of time. But you rushed into marrying him and I told you not to.’

I didn’t trust myself to respond. I remember the argument well. I had phoned her to say that Paul had proposed six months after we met and I was going to marry him. She had told me I was being impetuous and that it wouldn’t last. I had stupidly told Paul about the argument as I had been devastated by her reaction and he had held it against her ever since. I swiped at the tears still tracking down my cheeks, but now of sadness rather than joy. I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror above my dressing table. I looked stooped, withered, as though someone had punched me in the gut. She had that effect on me.

‘No, I was actually phoning to say that someone has offered to represent me as an agent for my book. They think I could be commercially successful with it.’

‘Oh, right.’ She paused. ‘You won’t make much money out of that though. Good job you’ve got Paul to pay the bills.’

I exhaled slowly. ‘I might, depending on the deal I sign. But that’s not why I’m doing it.’

‘All right for some. So when do I get to read it then? You know I’ll tell you if it’s rubbish. That’s what mothers are for.’

Her words ricocheted off the coat of armour I had been wearing all these years, but this time I was left with a tremendous fatigue that quickly mutated into a deep-seated fury rippling through me.

‘You know what? All these years of pushing me, telling me who I should be, what I should do, what I should say, and I don’t remember you ever telling me you’re proud of me. It’s almost like you hope I’ll fail. A mother should be proud of her daughter just for who she is. But not you. The idea of me being successful threatens the hell out of you, doesn’t it? You’ve been setting me up to fail from the start. Why? To make yourself feel better about the mess you made of your own life? Is there comfort in knowing that I might make the same mistakes that you did when you invested all of your time in some loser who left you with nothing? That you didn’t have the balls to get back up, dust yourself off and make something of yourself? All those things you’ve badgered me about endlessly – do as I say, not as I do, right?’ My words were firing at her like buckshot. ‘I really hope I’m doing a better job as a mother than you did. I want my children to know that I’m proud of them, no matter what they do, and I will love them regardless, even if they end up penniless and on their own. And I want them to be proud of me too.’

I gritted my teeth to stop myself from saying anything else, my fist clenched tightly around the telephone.

There was silence on the other end of the line and, in that moment, I could hear my relationship with her rupturing once and for all. All of the scalding fury evaporated as suddenly as it had boiled over, leaving me battered and ashamed.

‘Goodbye, Katherine, and good luck with it all,’ my mother’s rigid voice said then.

‘Mam, I—’

The line cut out and I was left staring at my formless reflection in the mirror once again. I looked down at my fist holding the handset and screamed in frustration as I threw it as far across the room as I could. It hit the wall above the mirror, chipping the plaster before landing on the carpet like an accusation. I flung myself down onto the mattress and sobbed into the cushions, feeling like a lonely, lost teenager.

*

20 April 1997

Lisa thinks I should move to London when I finish my exams in a few months. She says that’s where I need to be to get a good job – in the heart of the city, trying to get a job in a literary agency or publishing house, maybe an apprenticeship. She says I won’t have anything to write about if I stay here and certainly won’t get anywhere near a career in publishing. She has a point, but Mam would never let me go. She’s too unstable. Up one minute; down the next.

Why can’t I have a normal family like Lisa? A mam who gets up every day, cooks meals, looks after me instead of it being the other way around. A dad who actually knows his daughter exists.

You would think I’d do anything to get away from here, but I’m not sure I do want to leave. Darren is here for a start and this place is all I know. And I can’t leave Mam on her own.

My Saturday job at the leisure centre isn’t a huge earner, but I have a little bit saved up. Nowhere near enough to move away though. Besides, I don’t think I’ll do very well in my exams as it is, apart from English, so I might have to accept that the leisure centre is my only career choice. Bloody sad. But if I did carry on working there, I could write in my spare time and still stay close to Mam and Darren. That would work, right?
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The next two days were a haze. I went through the motions of cooking, cleaning, dog walks with Bo and a run with Helen, but I felt fizzy, knowing I had a secret but not wanting to confess it to anyone else until a contract was signed. The news had buoyed me and for the first time in ages, I almost encouraged whoever was watching me to come forward, make themselves known, because I felt invincible and ready to shut that part of my life down for good. Perhaps it stemmed from finally having had the courage to tell my mother what I really felt, however regrettable that conversation had been. I hadn’t called her back yet because it still felt too raw, like a scab I had scratched that hadn’t stopped bleeding, but I knew I would make amends at some point.

On Friday I dressed carefully for the evening ahead. Making too much effort would make Paul suspicious of where I was going. On a whim I’d fabricated that I was just handing back the laptop and staying for a drink as a farewell, possibly with some of the other students from the course. All these little white lies. Harmless.

Paul had been as protective as he always was, offering to escort me all the way into London. ‘You know how you get in busy places. At that time of night, the underground will be packed. I could meet you on my way home from work and take you there?’

‘No, thanks Paul, that would mean I would have to arrange a sitter for the kids and it’s not worth it. I can handle it. I did it every day on the course.’

‘Yes, but that wasn’t at rush hour. I don’t want you to have a panic attack because of the crowds – or end up getting pushed onto a train that takes you in the wrong direction. You know how you can be,’ he repeated. He was angling for caring, but his tone when he spoke to me lately sounded patronising to my ears.

If he only knew what I had managed to achieve all on my own, he’d be astonished. Beyond pissed that I’d lied, though. And I did survive without him once, all those years ago, let’s not forget. He really did believe me to be a flake, but up until now I hadn’t given him any reason to think otherwise. Maybe it was time to correct that situation with some plain talking here too.

‘Paul, I will be fine and I want to do this on my own. I think it’s time I start doing things alone. Otherwise, what kind of example am I setting for Lily and Jack? That their mum doesn’t have the confidence to go further than the local school? That I am a victim of my anxieties? I want them to see me as a strong, independent fighter.’

‘But you’re not, are you? Much as you tell yourself that, it won’t happen overnight.’

‘I can work on it – this is the first step and I feel stronger than I have in a long time.’

‘Fine, but when you have your panic attack, call me.’ And with that, he pushed away from the table and closed himself in his study.

So here I was, surveying my image in the floor-length mirror: black cigarette trousers; simple black turtleneck and hair loose around my shoulders. I would wear my Converses from the house but would change into some heeled ankle boots when I got off the tube. That would do just fine.

I was nervous, but not paralysed by fear as I’d been before. I grabbed a large shoulder bag and dropped my boots in it, along with the laptop, then headed downstairs.

Jack and Lily were in the lounge playing Connect 4 while Paul was now at the kitchen table eating the dinner I had prepared for him and reading a golf magazine.

‘I’m about to head off,’ I said with a cheery smile.

He looked up. ‘Are you sure you’re up to this? I can always arrange for a courier to take the laptop back? There’s no shame in admitting you can’t cope. You know that.’

‘I’m fine now and I will be fine later. And I can cope. Don’t wait up. I suspect we will have a few drinks while we all catch up again.’

‘I’ll call you later and make sure you’re okay.’

I smiled thinly. ‘Okay. Have a nice evening.’ I walked around the table and gave him a brief kiss on his cheek. Then I went into the lounge and gave Jack and Lily a kiss and cuddle before warning them to go to bed nicely for Dad.

‘Ah, Mum, he always makes us go to bed really early when you’re not here,’ Jack moaned.

‘And you’ll do as you’re told. Please.’

I gave them each another squeeze and headed out.

As soon as I closed the door behind me, I felt like I could breathe again, as though I was being released from prison.

I caught the train to Waterloo and sat transfixed as the train rattled through south-west London. Good manners dictated that I buy a bottle of wine in M&S before I headed down the long escalator into the cavernous underground.

The tube was indeed packed, but instead of feeling intimidated and out of my depth, I enjoyed the buzz around me as different personalities interacted, then went their separate ways.

The sun was still up but weak when I got to Mayfair and I felt the nerves kick up a gear then. What if Viola had changed her mind? Or Sam? Well, then I would hand back the laptop and move on, no harm done.

I had to admit, I was equally nervous about seeing Sam again after having had no contact for a while now.

I took a deep breath and rang the bell. It buzzed and I pushed against the door, emerging into the cool, hushed entrance hall with its now familiar scent of cedarwood and undertones of vanilla, elaborate floral arrangement – this time regal and upright calla lilies – and neatly stacked envelopes waiting for their recipients to claim them.

I’d missed coming here. Maybe I’d be spending even more time here in the future, the thought leaving a buzz in its wake.


I’d almost forgotten about changing my shoes. I slipped off my Converses and zipped myself into my boots, then started up the stairs to the top.

I was about to knock when the door was flung open by Sam.

‘Katherine! So lovely to see you. It feels like ages.’ He pulled me into a hug and I could feel myself grinning. It was so good to see him.

‘Sam, how’ve you been?’

‘Really good, thanks.’ I leaned away and looked at him closely. He didn’t look it. He had a greyness to his skin and his hair was unkempt. There were broken capillaries standing out on his nose and his eyes were reddened. There was also the sour tang of alcohol about him, like he was wearing it as cologne. But he was still dressed impeccably in relaxed chinos and a white shirt, even if his eyes had an artificial shine to them.

‘Come in, come in!’ He shuffled me past him and closed the door. ‘I believe champagne may be in order?’

‘Don’t pressure her, Sam. Let her get her coat off at least,’ Viola said from down the hallway.

I pulled the cold bottle of Chablis from my bag. ‘Viola, lovely to see you again. This is for you.’

She accepted it, studied it and said, ‘Ooh, lovely. I’ll open it straight away, shall I?’ One thing Paul had taught me was how to identify a good but reasonably priced bottle of wine.

‘Let me take your coat,’ Sam said over my shoulder. I handed it to him and followed Viola into the lounge. The sun had set, but there was still a burnt orange glow reflecting off the glass and steel of the city beyond the lounge windows.

‘Actually, what about a lovely gin and tonic first? It’s a beautiful evening after all,’ Viola said.

I didn’t normally drink spirits, but the chill breeze flowing through the open French doors out onto the small balcony made the suggestion perfectly fitting. ‘Sure, that would be lovely,’ I replied.

I put my bag down on the couch and wandered over to the balcony doors.

‘I can’t get over how breathtaking London can be at this time of the evening. It’s so vibrant and energised.’ I could hear the city sounds amplified in the air.

Sam came to stand next to me. ‘I know – one of the reasons I love this place.’

‘And one of the reasons I do not,’ Viola added as she came over with the drinks. ‘Always noisy. It’s never perfectly still here like it is in the country. I like quiet.’

I took the frosted glass from Viola. ‘Thanks. I think I’m with Sam. I love noise and bustle – it reminds me that I’m alive sometimes. Part of it is probably because of growing up in the north. There was always noise when I was little. People in and out of the house, kids playing in the street, men arguing after throwing-out time at the pub. When my dad left, our house lost its energy and with it, all the life and noise. I’ve missed that ever since.’

‘You’ve never mentioned your dad before,’ Sam said.

I sipped on the gin, not sure why I had brought it up in the first place. My emotions were running away with me. ‘He left when I was a teenager, apparently running off with his secretary and creating a new family for himself somewhere else. He hasn’t been a part of my life for a very long time.’

‘That’s sad. To miss out on watching your child grow up by choice when others would kill to have more time with theirs,’ Viola said, staring across the skyline, her expression blank. Then with a smile, she said, ‘But you have two lovely children in Jack and Lily. Your house must be full of noise and life all the time.’

I smiled back and sipped on the bittersweet gin. ‘I’d like it to be, but my husband, Paul, is a fan of peace and quiet like you. He’s rather… old-school, you could say.’

‘I’d like to meet him. Especially with the exciting news that Viola has offered to represent you!’ Sam said, his eyes alight. ‘Have you thought about what you’d like to do?’

‘I’ve thought of nothing else!’ I grinned in return. ‘I’m thrilled, obviously, but it’s… complicated.’

‘I know you have your reservations about how much time it will take up and other things, but let’s sit and talk about it. I can answer any questions you may have and I will always be on hand if you need any advice, now and in the future. Come, let’s sit.’ He took my hand and escorted me back into the lounge to the couch.

Viola watched us with guarded eyes, then headed into the kitchen. She returned moments later with a platter of sushi.

‘I confess I have not cooked myself this evening. I have a lovely caterer who has whipped up something for us.’

‘I don’t think you ever cook, do you, Vi? But I didn’t marry you for your domestic skills,’ Sam said endearingly.

‘No, Sam, you did not. I think it was my business brain and my skills with a manuscript, wasn’t it?’ she replied flatly.

‘And your sparkling personality, darling,’ he bantered, but Viola’s expression betrayed her lack of humour.

I giggled as I looked at the sushi. ‘Do you remember that day you made me try the wasabi?’ I said to Sam.

‘Oh yes, do I ever! I thought your head was going to erupt! Hilarious!’ We giggled at each other, but my mirth dried up when I saw the cold look Viola threw at me.

Sam didn’t seem to notice. He tucked into a California roll, then said, ‘So, tell me your concerns, Katherine.’ He sat back and stretched his arm across the back of the couch. Before I could answer, I heard my mobile ring in my bag.

‘Sorry, excuse me a moment.’ I leapt to my feet and rummaged in the cavernous bag. I pulled out my phone just before it switched to voicemail. ‘Hello?’

‘Katherine? Are you okay?’

I moved onto the balcony out of earshot. ‘Paul, hi. Yes, I’m fine.’

‘The journey was okay? You’re feeling okay with everything?’

‘Yes, it was very straightforward.’ I resisted the urge to sigh down the phone.

‘Good, good, well, don’t stay late. And if you need me, call me and I will come and fetch you. I don’t want you having a panic attack on public transport.’

I looked over my shoulder at Viola and Sam sitting on the couch. Sam was wolfing down sushi in between gulps of gin, but Viola was watching me. I turned away again and said, ‘I think I may be a little late as some people have only just arrived and I’m looking forward to catching up with them, so please don’t wait up.’

‘But is that wise?’

I was running out of patience with this. I was not a child. ‘I will make sure I get a cab home if necessary. Have a good evening, bye.’ And I hung up before he could say anything else.


I closed my eyes for a moment, swallowing down the frustration, then returned to the lounge. I put the phone down on the coffee table in case he phoned again.

‘Everything okay?’ Viola asked.

How many more times would someone ask me that? Did I come across as that pathetic? I could feel a burst of rebellion sparking in my belly. ‘Yes, just Paul checking that I got here okay,’ I replied tightly.


‘He keeps quite a close eye on you, doesn’t he?’ Viola said.

‘He’s just protective and he worries sometimes.’

‘Seems a bit overly protective to me.’

‘Now, now, Viola, it’s none of our business, is it?’ Sam said.

She shrugged in reply. ‘More drinks?’

I hadn’t finished the first one yet, but Sam and Viola had drained their glasses. I looked away and took a few bigger gulps, then said, ‘I’m okay for now, thanks.’

Viola got to her feet and moved past me, brushing my phone onto the carpet as she passed. ‘Ooops!’ She bent to pick it up as I looked back at Sam, who was saying, ‘So, talk to me. Tell me what your concerns are.’

‘Well…’ Where did I start? Should I be honest and tell him that it was actually all I wanted, my dream come true, validation that I was talented and not as useless as I was led to believe? That it was everyone else around me who didn’t have faith in me? That the fear of being outed for my past mistakes was crippling? ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ I started, ‘I am incredibly proud, excited and grateful for the opportunity. I’ve worked hard at this, probably harder than anything else in my life, ever. But… it’s complicated.’

‘Explain it to me.’

He nibbled on sushi as he spoke, but my mouth felt like sandpaper and I doubted I would be able to swallow any food. I so badly wanted to confide in him – about my fears, how I felt about Paul, my resentment at how he was holding me back, and my worry that he was right in that I probably couldn’t cope and that I would end up failing spectacularly, either by readers lambasting what I had done, by failing to deliver on future books or worse. I couldn’t cope with being handed my dream on a plate, only to then see it collapse around me. If Viola hadn’t been in earshot, I probably would have opened up to him, but I couldn’t relax around her. She was putting me on the defensive, the way she was watching me so closely, like a social experiment.

I took another gulp of gin.

‘Well, I’m worried about how it will be received, of course. What if the public doesn’t like it? Negative reviews, no sales. And then what about the next book? Where do I get the idea from? It took loads of hard work to write this one and I have two children at home who still need me. The first might be a success, but then emulating that with other books may be more of a challenge.’

Sam took hold of my hand again. ‘This is classic Imposter Syndrome and I am here to tell you that even the greats feel that way. Why do you think this next book of mine has been such a chore? I still feel like someone is going to realise that I’m a fraud one day—’ I heard Viola cough loudly in the kitchen and he glared over his shoulder at her before continuing. ‘But one step at a time. There is no time pressure on you to produce anything. You can go as fast or as slow as you want. Some writers produce a book once every ten years; others only ever have one in them. But that’s no reason not to give this one a chance. Have faith in yourself.’

I smiled at him, desperately wanting to believe him. Viola came over with their glasses, then indicated mine and said, ‘Finish that and I’ll get you a fresh one.’

I drained the glass and handed it over. I could feel my anxieties unravelling as Sam spoke, his words and the free-flowing gin unpicking the tightly knitted threads.

Viola handed me a full glass, ice chinking against the crystal. ‘Is there more to this?’ she asked.

‘What do you mean?’ I said, accepting the glass.

‘Well, those are all valid concerns and very common in debut authors. I’ve heard all that before, but you seem quite adamant that you don’t want to pursue this and I get the impression there is more going on here.’

I put down the glass and sighed. ‘It’s just that all my life I’ve had people telling me that I’m not very good at anything. My mother never believed that I was good enough to be a writer – or that writing was even a job, more of a hobby. And Paul – well, he’s worried that it will be too much for me. I’ve struggled to cope in the past and he was the one who helped me through that. He just doesn’t want to have to go through it again, so he would prefer me to carry on as a stay-at-home mum and not take on any extra work.’ My tongue felt loose and I was surprising myself at how much I was admitting to Viola of all people.

‘But you have us to support you. And, as I say, we can take this as fast or as slow as you want,’ Sam replied.

‘And surely this is about what you want, not Paul?’ Viola added. ‘I know he’s your husband, but you are your own person and the question is whether you will regret not taking the opportunity. Anyway, let me serve dinner and we can talk more at the table. Perhaps I can go through some of my ideas, which publishers I would like to target, how we would go about marketing you, that sort of thing.’

‘Okay, lovely.’ I was happy to pause the conversation. It wasn’t like me to be so chatty. ‘Can I help – with dinner, I mean?’

‘No, no, you sit with Sam. It’s ready to go –Thai green curry. I hope you like spicy food?’

‘Sounds delicious, thank you.’

Sam was draining his glass again, so I made a valiant effort to catch up, but I was already starting to feel like I was softening around the edges.

Viola called us over to the table and served large portions of steaming rice and curry, while Sam opened the bottle of Chablis and poured similarly large servings into glasses as big as vases.

‘So, if you tell your husband that this is something you really want to do, he would be okay with that, wouldn’t he? Surely any husband would support their wife in following their dream, regardless of what it may or may not entail?’ Viola pushed. ‘My husband and I have always been completely supportive of each other.’ She reached over and grasped Sam’s hand, but from where I was sitting it was almost like she was gripping it tightly in her talons.

The room around me swayed a little. I needed to eat something. The gin had gone straight to my head.


‘Not all marriages are as symbiotic as ours, darling,’ Sam said, releasing his hand.

I scooped a forkful of curry into my mouth quickly, swallowed without tasting it and said, ‘I think he would be if he knew how important it is to me.’

‘Well, there’s your answer. It all depends on how important this is to you.’ She pointed her fork at me like a dagger. ‘Forget everyone else; your mother, your husband. The only people who should matter to you are your children, who will think it very cool that their mother is a published author – and you of course.’

The idea of telling Paul made nausea inch up the back of my throat. ‘Can I get a glass of water please?’

‘Of course,’ Sam said and reached over to a pitcher of water sitting at the far end of the table.

I drained the glass.

‘That Chablis is delicious, Katherine. Try some,’ Viola urged.

I took a sip and it was lovely against the spice coating my tongue. I drank some more and then ploughed through the curry. ‘Sam, tell me about your book. How is it going?’ I said, wanting to steer the attention away from me in case I said too much.

‘Oh, it’s a challenge. I keep getting lost in a labyrinth of words with no sign of the path to a feasible plot goal. It’s frustrating and I can’t decide if I should be binning the whole thing and starting over or if I should persevere.’

‘Oh, please, let’s not talk about that this evening, Katherine. He gets so morose about it that if we go there, it will ruin this lovely atmosphere. I think we should eat this lovely food, drink this lovely wine, then get out the contract and sign your name on the dotted line,’ Viola interrupted.

‘You’re right! I propose a toast!’ Sam launched to his feet. ‘To Katherine and the success that undoubtedly lies at her feet like the yellow brick road.’ He took a slug of his wine and I followed suit, unable to stop the smile of joy on my lips. His enthusiasm was contagious, but I could imagine his melancholy could be too. Like Viola, he was a man of extremes, constantly switching between hot and cold. Paul was perpetually lukewarm. I should be pleased about that, but sometimes I yearned to see just a flash of fieriness from him, a sign that he could be stirred to lively excess. All I got was veiled disappointment and mild annoyance – at me, the children, his job, his life. Even his pastimes were polite and well-mannered, his clothes perfectly sensible, creased in the right places and of the correct muted shade of beige.

That flare of rebellion sparked in me again and I drained my wine glass in two big gulps as if in a two-fingered salute to Paul, who I’d never seen drunk. Sam refilled it immediately while I finished the rest of my curry with gusto.

A cheese board followed and richly dark truffles along with the rest of the bottle of wine shared between us. The conversation moved onto lighter topics, with Viola sharing trade gossip and Sam regaling us with his stories of bizarre encounters with overzealous readers. I listened, enthralled, aware that this could be my life if I had the guts to reach out and grab it.

Then Viola produced a contract and a pen.

This was it. A crossroads. I took seconds to consider my decision before reaching for the pen to sign, feeling like I was on top of the world, but with a certain degree of vertigo attached. I felt like I was a witness to the action from outside my body. My head was spinning – from happiness or the wine, I couldn’t tell. Sam then put the empty wine bottle aside and popped open a bottle of Bollinger and we toasted my success again in tall, frosted champagne flutes.


My tongue felt thick in my mouth and my ears like they were padded with cotton wool. I had no idea how much time had passed or how much I had now drunk. ‘Can I use your bathroom please?’ I asked, stumbling as I got to my feet.

‘Of course, right this way,’ Viola said and I followed her on unsteady legs, my heeled boots plotting to tip me over. She pointed at a doorway at the end of the hallway, but I focused on keeping one hand on the wall as a counterbalance. I could feel Viola watching me, but when I looked back at her, she had returned to her seat.

I reached the end of the hallway and found myself faced with three closed doors and I realised Viola hadn’t said which one it was. Too embarrassed to call back to her, I opened the one straight in front of me and it revealed a beautiful, elegant master bedroom decorated in muted shades of bronze and beige. I closed the door quickly and opened the door to my right.

The bright colours and zoo animal motif came as a shock and I recoiled. It was a child’s room, painted in summery yellows and greens, with a toddler’s bed almost completely hidden under a pile of cuddly toys.

My head struggled to connect the dots. They’d said they didn’t have any children, so why did they have a child’s bedroom? One wall was a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf full of picture books, games and framed photographs. My eyes were struggling to focus on the faces in the photos, but as I went to step further in the room, I heard the sound of a chair scraping and I hurriedly closed the door and opened the only other doorway to the right.

I slammed the bathroom door shut and leaned against it, my eyes closed, breathing hard. I couldn’t comprehend what was going on, but I didn’t have time to think about it before a wave of nausea rushed at me. I sat heavily on the toilet and breathed deeply, hoping the nausea would pass. I had clearly had far too much to drink, more than I would normally have, but this felt like more than drunkenness. I looked down at my hands as my vision swayed in and out, as though I was adjusting the focus on a telescope.

I put my head between my legs, but that only served to knock me off balance and I slid off the toilet and slumped onto the tiled floor.

Mortified, even though no one could see me, I struggled to my feet, using the basin for leverage, and splashed some cold water on my face. I pulled a white, fluffy towel from the heated rail and dried my face, leaving dark mascara streaks on the immaculate cotton.

I needed to get home. I looked at my watch and it took a moment for me to be able to focus enough to see that it was 10 p.m.

I used the toilet, flushed and ran cold water over my wrists, then took a few steadying breaths before exiting the bathroom. I took another quick glance at the now closed bedroom door, not sure if I had seen correctly, then followed the low voices back into the lounge.

‘I’m so sorry, I think I’ve had too much fun! I’m not used to drinking and I feel a bit tipsy. I should go,’ I said, my voice sounding woolly in my ears. ‘But thank you so much for your hospitality.’

‘Ah, that’s a shame, we were just warming up,’ Viola said. ‘Don’t forget your bag.’ She went to retrieve my bag from next to the couch. ‘I like your dedication, bringing your laptop with you.’ She handed the bag to me.

‘Oh, no, I was going to return it, but… you know… the contract… do you still want it back?’ I was very dizzy and struggling to get my words to join up.

‘No, don’t be silly!’ Viola replied. ‘Oh, you’ve dropped something.’ She reached down and picked up a pill packet from the carpet where my bag had been. She looked at it curiously. ‘Oh, are these yours? You should’ve said. You probably shouldn’t be drinking when taking these, should you?’

I looked at the packet she handed to me. It was my antidepressants. Was that where they’d been all this time? In my bag? I looked closer, turned the packet over in my shaky fingers, opened it. There were quite a few missing. When had I started taking them again? Did I take any tonight? Why couldn’t I remember?

I could feel fear tickling the base of my neck. ‘I have to go,’ I mumbled.

‘Maybe we should make you some coffee before you leave?’ Viola swam in front of my eyes.

‘No, I’m fine really.’ I felt the urge to giggle. I think I actually did because Sam was suddenly next to me, holding my arm.

‘Woah, let me call you a cab at least. You can’t get on the tube like this.’

‘No, I—’

‘I insist.’ He turned to Viola. ‘I guess the champagne was a step too far.’ He escorted me back to the couch. ‘Sit here for a moment while I call our usual driver.’

I slumped back against the stiff leather cushions and closed my eyes, but the room kept dipping and swaying, as though I was seaborne.

Up the creek without a paddle.


I giggled again.

I opened my eyes. Viola had gone and Sam was pacing around his desk, talking into his mobile.

I saw my phone sitting on the coffee table where I’d left it earlier. Grabbing it, I got to my feet to put it in my bag. Vertigo took over as I bent over and I threw my phone in and straightened up quickly. Too quickly.

I needed water. I could see the jug of water now standing in the kitchen on the counter, so I sashayed over to it. Grabbing a glass from the draining board, I filled it and drank deeply, then put the glass down and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand before gripping the edge of the countertop and letting my head droop to my chest. My hand knocked against something and I noticed a teaspoon lying abandoned, a cloud of white dust coating the tip.

Something about the white dust was trying to find a way through the wool in my brain, but I couldn’t grasp onto the thought. Behind me, Sam said, ‘The driver is here. Let me make sure you get downstairs.’

‘I’m so sorry, Sam, I’m mortified,’ I mumbled, my tongue heavy in my mouth. ‘Please apologise to Viola for my behaviour.’

‘Don’t be silly! If you can’t get pissed the day you sign with your first agent, then when can you? Come on, easy does it.’

He picked up my bag and put it over his shoulder as I leaned on him. I turned to grab my coat in the hallway and saw Viola reflected in the mirror, standing behind me, watching, her expression unreadable. Before I could say anything to her, Sam had escorted me out the door, down the sweeping staircase and into the cool entrance hall.

‘I guess we’re even now on getting drunk and disorderly,’ he chuckled.

‘I do love you, Sam. You’re a good friend. In fact, I wish we could’ve been more than friends.’ I leaned in to give him a hug, then decided to mash my mouth against his in an awkward attempt at a kiss. My tongue lapped limply at his lips. He casually pushed me away, chuckled again and escorted me out into the street. The cold night air was like a hard slap.

He opened the door of a dark-coloured car and I tumbled inside. ‘If you tell Henry your address, he’ll get you home safely.’ He placed my bag at my feet.

Henry filled the driver’s seat and all I could see of him was his beady eyes watching me through the wing mirror. I suddenly felt inexplicably afraid of being alone in a car with a man I didn’t know. But Sam had closed the door and the car was already pulling away.

I could feel panic wrapping its cold fingers around my throat and squeezing. I was struggling to breathe. Paul was right. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t do anything. I was pathetic. I suddenly needed to have people around me, strangers, crowds.

‘Drop me off at Waterloo please.’

I saw his eyebrows lift, but he didn’t comment. I kept my eyes on him, unwavering, watching his every move and concentrating on breathing in and out until the car pulled up outside Waterloo Station.

The car had hardly come to a stop before I grabbed my bag and threw myself out and into the throng of people flowing into the station. Seeing all the unfamiliar faces taking no notice of me as I stumbled against them calmed me to the point where my breathing eased from shallow gasps to more regular inhalations. I weaved my way through to the concourse and stared up at the information screens, willing my eyes to focus. There was a train to Fulwell leaving in minutes and I was thankfully right by the platform I needed. I fumbled in my bag, found my purse with my card inside and ploughed through the turnstile and onto the first carriage I came to.

The train was busy, full of revellers on their way home and men in suits reeking of after-work beer. I saw a seat further up the carriage on the aisle, next to a large black woman dressed in what looked like a nurse’s uniform under her heavy coat. I threw myself into the seat and stared past her out of the window, feeling exhaustion radiate from every pore. Everything was still fuzzy and soft around the edges, and I had an overwhelming urge to weep.

Oh god, did I just try to kiss Sam?

The nurse glanced across at me and I fully expected her to ask, Are you okay? I met her eyes defiantly. She looked away.

A whistle sounded and the doors glided shut. The train rumbled out of the station and into the night. I listened to the couple behind me rehashing their evening, analysing their friends’ behaviour, laughing without a care in the world. Time passed slowly but the chemicals in my system showed no sign of abating. The swaying of the train was making me feel nauseous and disoriented.

After some time, I tried to focus on the landscape streaming past the partially fogged up window. How many stations had we passed? The scenery around me zoomed in and out like a manipulated camera lens, the faces across the aisle from me losing definition.

The train lurched sharply and I tried to grab onto the seat in front of me to steady myself, but my hand grabbed thin air instead and I fell from the seat. The jar of the hard floor jolted some clarity into me for a moment.

I heard the nurse exclaim, ‘Oh!’ as she reached out an arm to try and help me up. ‘Are you okay?’

I could hear laughter behind me and my cheeks combusted from booze and humiliation.

‘Too many swigs on the bottle there, love?’ someone jeered behind me.

The nurse was still trying to haul me back onto the seat by my arm, but I couldn’t get purchase on my feet to get up off the floor. I reached up to grab the handrail and shimmied to a crouch as the train began to slow and pull into a station. I managed to crawl onto my knees and push myself upright.

‘Let me help you,’ the nurse said, concern weighing down her every word.

‘S’fine.’ I shook free of the nurse’s hand and stumbled towards the train door just as it pulled to a stop. I stabbed at the door release and lurched into the fresh air with the sound of jeers and laughing in my ears, then rushed over to the bushes and vomited.

Cheering erupted from the train as the doors closed and it pulled away.

Fuck, could this get any worse?

A light drizzle started to fall and I actually laughed into the dark.

I looked around me, letting the cold rain bring a bit of clarity. My stomach churned again.

I recognised the station. I was one stop away from Fulwell, which meant a dark, ten-minute walk home. There was no one else on the station platform and my earlier panic engulfed me again. I opened my bag, took my mobile phone out and grabbed my keys. My mother’s voice echoed in my ears as I remembered a trick she had taught me when I was a teenager. I stuck the sharp end of my front door key between my knuckles like a blade and began walking, my head rubbernecking from side to side, my weapon held out in front of me and my phone clenched tightly in my other fist.

I reached the platform stairs and rushed down them, but the heel of my boot caught on the step and I tumbled down the last few, my ankle twisting and my knee jarring against the pavement. I pulled myself upright, looked around quickly, then carried on walking, ignoring the sharp pang in my ankle and the sting of my grazed knee inside my trousers.

I kept to the shadows and within minutes was relieved to see my street ahead. I needed the toilet. I couldn’t go any faster on my sprained ankle and the closer I drew to the house, the more I needed to pee. As I neared my front door, I couldn’t hold it any longer and I felt warmth flood between my legs.

How had I gone from euphoria to a sobbing, urine-soaked lush in such a short space of time?

Please don’t let Paul be waiting up for me.

I crouched on the front step, unzipped my boots and opened the door as quietly as I could. The hallway light was on, but the house was silent. I carefully latched the door and dumped my bag in the hallway before tiptoeing into the dark lounge. He must’ve gone to bed. All I wanted to do was strip off my piss-soaked trousers and curl into a ball on the floor. I wandered through to the utility room at the back of the kitchen and did just that, stripping down to my bra and shoving everything else into the washing machine.

A tub of freshly laundered clothes sat waiting to be sorted and I grabbed a pair of my pyjamas from the pile and went to lie in a foetal position under a blanket on the couch.
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We know who you are. We’re coming for you.

We’re going to take your children away.

Payback time, Katherine. Payback for all those other children you’ve hurt.

I woke with a start, tears cooling on my cheeks and sweat soaking my pyjamas. I kept my eyes clamped shut, the nightmare still vivid but starting to fade in intensity until it was a sinister shadow lurking behind my eyes, leaving a feeling of breathless terror in its wake.

Something else had woken me, not just the dream. Shouting in the street and the tinkle of glass breaking. My eyes flew open, listening. My face felt stretched and puffy, and my throat hurt. I was still lying curled up on the couch. I must’ve fallen into an exhausted coma where I was last night.

I pushed myself upright and rubbed my eyes. The shouting outside the window continued and a dark shadow loomed behind the window shutters. I exhaled. The rubbish bin men were collecting the recycling bins, tossing the glass into the truck and shouting garbled conversations at each other over the shattering bottles.

I sat back against the couch. It was still early, too early. Awareness flooded in and I turned my head to see Paul sitting in the armchair across from me, his arms folded, my mobile on the arm of his chair and the laptop across his knees.

I didn’t know how long he had been sitting there, but all I wanted to do was lie down again, so I did. My head was throbbing, as was my ankle.

‘Why is your phone off? I called you repeatedly last night and couldn’t get hold of you!’

Why was my phone off? Thoughts and fractured memories of the night before battered behind my eyelids, bruising my skull, so I sat up again, but the sudden movement propelled vomit up my throat and I threw up frothy bile onto the carpet at our feet.

Paul recoiled. ‘You disgust me. Go to bed and we will talk about this when you’ve pulled yourself together.’ It was the kind of thing I imagined my dad would’ve said if he’d stuck around long enough to see me stumble home pissed. I wanted to laugh but couldn’t muster the energy.

I got to my feet and winced as I put weight on my ankle. Blood had soaked through the knee of my pyjama bottoms, but Paul was apparently too disgusted to look at me properly and hadn’t noticed my injuries.

I hauled myself up to bed and curled up under the cool duvet, burying my burning cheeks into the pillow. I hadn’t been this hungover since high school, if ever.

What a mess.

*

I woke some time later and rolled onto my back, staring at the fine cracks in the ceiling, following the lines with my tired eyes, anything so as not to have to think about how I had humiliated myself.

But the images were relentless and I wasn’t sure which were real and which were figments of my dehydrated brain creating an elaborate illusion just to punish me. Bottles of champagne; signing a contract I hadn’t read; kissing Sam. The child’s room? Had I really seen that? And the spoon with the white powder? Had I been drugged? I certainly felt like I had. But why would they? I was so out of it that they could’ve assaulted me or anything if that had been their motive. But Sam in particular was kind and looked after me, made sure I was safe, pushed me away when I kissed him, so that didn’t fit. But what could Viola’s possible motive be? Just to humiliate me? Why?

I was exhausting myself by turning it over and over in my head and getting nowhere. I couldn’t even say for sure I hadn’t just taken the pills myself after finding them in my bag. I couldn’t even remember putting them in there. I was sure I hadn’t used that bag in months. And the child’s room? I was very out of it then, so that could have been a paranoid delusion, concerning in itself.

I groaned and rolled onto my side, feeling my swollen brain throb. I had to get up and face the music. At some point, Bo had climbed up on the bed next to me and was curled up, snoring gently. I could hear faint sounds from downstairs, a television with the volume turned low, the children’s repressed giggling. Paul would’ve missed his Saturday morning cycle and would be even more annoyed at me now. In all the years I’d known him, he’d never found me passed out on the couch – and I’d certainly never vomited on the carpet at his feet. Even when I was at my lowest, I had never turned to alcohol. What a time to find my rebellious side.

I snorted at the absurdity of it all, then slowly swung my legs out from under the duvet and sat up. The room spun a little, but not as bad as earlier. I slid my feet into my slippers and grabbed my gown from the chair next to the bed. Pulling the cord tight around me, I went to face the music.

His study door was closed, so in true cowardly fashion, I crept past it and went to make a cup of tea instead. The kids were watching a film while tickling and jabbing at each other for a reaction.

‘Hi, Mum, do you feel better?’ Jack asked.

‘Yes, thanks.’

‘You don’t look so good,’ Lily added.

‘I’ll be okay.’

‘Dad’s working. He told us to keep the noise down.’

‘Okay, I’m just going to make some tea.’

I was feeling dreadful. My legs were weak, my ankle was smarting and I felt like I wanted to just close my eyes and sleep standing up, leaning against the kettle. My stomach tossed and turned in time with the boiling water. I was never going to drink again.

As I stood leaning my forehead against the cupboard in front of me, I sensed the atmosphere in the room grow colder.

‘You’re up then,’ Paul said behind me.

I couldn’t look at him.

‘I’m so sorry about last night. I don’t know what happened. We were drinking gin and champagne and I guess I just had too much. As you know, it’s not something I usually do. I’m normally so careful with alcohol, especially with my meds.’ I didn’t mention my suspicions about my antidepressants. He thought I’d been taking them.

‘This is no example to set your children, Katherine.’

‘They didn’t see me.’

‘But they could have! Or you could’ve ended up in hospital. You had your mobile turned off, even though I said I wanted to be able to get hold of you. And why do you still have that laptop?’

I frowned. I didn’t remember turning my mobile off and it had been fully charged when I went out last night, so couldn’t have run out of battery. I remember picking it up off the coffee table when I left, but I hadn’t checked to see if it was on. Yet another confusing detail from last night. I remember Viola knocking it off the table. It was on then because I’d just spoken to Paul.

‘Well? Have you nothing to say?’

‘Um, well, I wanted to talk to you about the laptop,’ I said, ignoring the mystery of the phone. My brain was hurting just thinking about it.

I turned to face him finally. He was dressed, as he always was on the weekends, with a collared shirt, all but the top button done up, immaculately ironed chinos with razor-sharp creases down the front of each leg and his feet clad in suede slippers. I felt like a wrinkled, smelly mess next to him.

His face was stony. He turned and walked towards the lounge, then pulled closed the dividing doors between the lounge and the family room. Those doors were only ever closed when matters were deemed serious enough for a conversation that was not suitable to be overheard by small ears. I caught the curious glances of the kids before the doors closed on them.

I sighed and continued to make the tea, refusing to offer him one. Sometimes it felt like these little acts of rebellion were the only glimmers of independence I still had.

He sat at the table and folded his hands in front of him.

The headmaster will see you now.

I took my time, giving the teabag an extra squeeze, carefully replacing the milk in the fridge. I don’t know why I thought winding him up like this was a good idea. Maybe I just wanted to get a rise out of him for once, make him angry, anything other than the mild-mannered, vanilla flavour of his usual demeanour.

It made no difference. I sat opposite and wrapped my hands around the steaming mug, more to hide my still trembling fingers than for comfort. I should’ve added a spoon of sugar to my tea. That might’ve tipped him over the edge. He was always monitoring our sugar intake.

‘So, explain it to me,’ he said, his voice even but frosty.

‘Viola, Sam’s wife – the agent who you met? Well, I finished the manuscript last week and sent it to them, just so that they could see how far I had come with it. After our conversation, I told them I didn’t want to publish it, but she’s offered me representation. She thinks it could be very commercial and that I could get a really sound publishing deal with it.’ Despite my hangover, I could feel the bubbles of joy popping in my gut as I said it.

‘But we discussed this and we decided you wouldn’t be able to cope with this on top of looking after the house and the children. You’re barely able to do that as it is at the moment.’ He pointedly looked around the room at the piles of mess stashed to the side and the dust bunnies in the corners.

I swallowed down my frayed annoyance. ‘No, you said I couldn’t cope. I think I can.’

‘And last night was a good example of how you’re coping, was it?’

Touché.

‘Everyone has too much to drink sometimes, Paul, especially when they’re celebrating possibly the biggest news of their lives.’

‘Don’t be melodramatic, Katherine. There is no guarantee that you will get this publishing deal, nor that anyone will buy your little book. You’re not doing this – and that’s final.’

‘No, no it’s not final.’ My voice was rising in octaves. ‘You are not my father. You do not have the right to tell me what I can and can’t do!’

‘Oh, but I do have that right. You gave me that right when I married you and then cemented it when you had your breakdown and I had to pick up the pieces and put you back together. You’re still broken now. And I love you, but I cannot watch it happen again. I will not.’

‘I will always be grateful that you were there for me, but using it as an excuse to stop me from doing anything for myself is counterproductive. I was an intelligent, independent woman when I met you, a survivor, and now I am a shadow player with no thoughts, opinions or feelings of my own. Everything I do and say is dictated by you and that’s not fair.’ I was aware my voice was screeching at him, but I couldn’t stop myself.

In contrast, his voice was low and unnervingly calm. ‘Were you really surviving? Were you strong and independent when I met you? I seem to think the girl I met, the struggling, broke waitress with the unwashed hair because she couldn’t afford shampoo, who hadn’t eaten a proper meal in weeks, wasn’t a poster girl for feminism. She was lost and I saved her. Now, please lower your voice. You’re getting yourself worked up and this is not a suitable conversation for the children to overhear.’

I lowered my voice to barely above a whisper as tears threatened. ‘Yes, I was broken. I had left home only a few months before after escaping an abusive relationship, moved to a new city where I knew no one, was working in a dead-end job and still mentally coming to terms with having an abortion. Yes, I was a mess, but I was dealing with it – and I’d had the strength to get myself out. I was writing and the dream was alive then. That dream got me out of bed in the morning. Who knows, maybe I could’ve been published years ago if I’d not met you. You have never believed in me. You saw someone you could save, who would be indebted to you, who represented the family you didn’t have and I’ve been in your service ever since. And worse than that, I let you convince me that I needed saving.’

He ran his hands through his carefully combed hair. ‘Please don’t give in to the histrionics, Katherine. Have you taken your meds today?’

‘No, I have not. I haven’t taken them for weeks.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘For god’s sake, Katherine! No wonder!’

‘No, Paul, I am perfectly lucid and I need to say this.’ I slammed my hand on the table, spilling some of the tea over the rim of the mug. It pooled off the edge of the coaster and onto the wooden surface and I half expected Paul to insist I wipe it up immediately, but he was watching me with patronised patience, as though waiting for his tantruming toddler to wear herself out. ‘I wanted to study to be a teacher and you convinced me even that was too much. What did you say? “You’ll never be able to handle inner-city kids, Katherine. Let’s move to the suburbs and you can be a teaching assistant in a nice, middle-class nursery school.” Well, that worked out well, didn’t it?’

‘And I suppose that was my fault too, was it?’

‘No, that was my own carelessness, but you’re deliberately missing the point, Paul.’

I could hear the home phone ringing in the lounge. Only a handful of people would call on that number, my mother being one of them, but it wouldn’t be her, not after how we left it the other day.

‘When I came out of hospital, you wrapped me in bubble wrap and I haven’t been able to breathe since. I’m suffocating!’ My anger was running out of steam and hot tears were now slaking my cheeks. I swiped at my runny nose. ‘You have to trust me when I say I can do this. I want to do this. I will get a cleaner in to help, which I will pay for from any money I get from my books; nothing will change for Jack and Lily because I will write when they are at school; and Sam says I can go as fast or as slow as I want.’ I leaned forward, pleading with my eyes.

‘Oh, Sam, of course. And he will be there holding your hand the whole time, will he?’ His eyes were like flint.

‘Don’t be like that. His wife would be my agent and he would be there for advice, that’s all. I’ll get them to come over for dinner and you can meet him.’

The phone started ringing again.

Paul pushed to his feet, the chair scraping harshly. ‘Lily, answer the phone!’ he shouted.

He remained standing, his hands planted on the table, towering over me.

‘My decision is final. I do not give you permission to do this. You will do as I say and hand over the laptop and forget about this nonsense. I’m doing this for you and your well-being and you will thank me in the long run. And take those damn pills!’

I stared, my mouth hanging open.

The dividing doors behind me were eased open and Lily stood with the phone in her hand. ‘Mum, it’s for you. He says he’s from the police.’

*

2 October 1997

I’ve told Mam about the baby. I could see she was disappointed because she went into her cold, calm mode. No shouting, but she won’t look at me. I told her that I wanted to keep it and that I hadn’t told Darren yet because I’d wanted to talk to her first. I said he would probably want to get married and I could just get a job around here, do some writing in my spare time. Loads of teenagers do it, after all. Have babies, I mean. The idea of a baby scares the hell out of me, but I didn’t tell her that. Then she told me what she’d seen yesterday. She said she’d seen Darren leaving Hayley Brooks’ house early in the morning. She said they were all over each other and it was clear where he’d been all night. When she had had a go at him, he said he was going to break up with me anyway because he loved Hayley and had been seeing her for a while. That he loved her, not me.

I can’t bear it. I knew he was at it again. Another tart to add to the list. And not forgetting he slapped me last week when I asked him where he’d been. Told me I didn’t trust him. Well, seems I was right not to. It took a lot of foundation to cover my bruised cheek. And now I’m pregnant with his baby.

Mam says she has a friend at the doctors who can sort out an abortion for me in a few days and then I can be on a train to London by this time next week, putting the past behind me and looking to the future. The word abortion just sounds so clinical and final, but then it is, isn’t it? I don’t know. If I think about it too much, I know I won’t do it. But what other choice do I have? This place is too small for me and Darren. If I don’t get away, I’ll end up taking him back and I will be the sad loser of a teenage single mother that Mam had always warned me about. Or he’ll hit me harder next time. Mam thinks I should go, but I’m not sure if that’s just because she can’t bear to look at me. I feel like my heart has broken into teeny, tiny bits of shrapnel.

Dad would be so proud, wouldn’t he?

I’ll do it. I’ll have the abortion. Mam knows best, right?

God, the pen is heavy tonight.
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‘Hello?’

‘Is that Katherine Baxter?’ I didn’t recognise the male voice at the end of the line.

‘Yes, who is this?’

‘This is Patrol Officer Daniels calling from Cramlington Police.’

I swallowed. ‘Has something happened?’

‘I believe Linda Baxter is your mother? I got your telephone number from her neighbour.’

‘Yes, that’s right. Is she okay?’

‘I’m sorry to inform you that there’s been an accident. It looks as though your mother had a fall last night.’

‘What? Oh my god! Is she in hospital?’

The voice was gentle. ‘I’m afraid it seems she fell down the stairs and passed away as a result of her injuries.’

I couldn’t breathe. It felt like someone was holding a plastic bag over my head, pulling it tight around my throat. I could hear a woman’s voice in the background. ‘Let me speak to her. Give me the phone.’

The phone was handed over – or taken by the sounds of it.

‘Kathy? Oh, Kathy, it’s Norma here.’ She sobbed into the mouthpiece. ‘It’s so awful! I came over early this morning to bring in her milk – bless her, she’s been quite immobile of late with that hip of hers – and I found her… at the bottom of the stairs… her neck twisted… it was horrible. The shock, I’m still shaking.’ Norma began to sob uncontrollably.

‘Norma, I don’t know what to say,’ I croaked.

‘It gets worse, Kathy. Poor Bert.’

I felt cold yet clammy.

‘What about Bert?’

She sobbed again. ‘He was lying next to her on the floor. He’s gone too. I don’t know if she fell on him or if she was trying to get to him, but he’s gone. Maybe a heart attack or something, bless him.’

I sank to my knees, a pall of utter devastation falling over me.

‘Kathy? Are you there?’

‘I’m here, Norma. God, Bert as well.’

‘I need to sit down. Here, speak to the policeman again.’

The phone was passed between hands and the policeman’s voice spoke again, still gentle and placating. ‘I’m sorry to break it to you like this. Someone will be in touch about the next steps, but for now, do you have someone with you?’

‘Er, yes, my husband is here.’

The rest of the words were a blur, but I remember telling him to let Norma know I would come up immediately. My ears were buzzing and there were spots in front of my eyes.

*

I sat on the train in a fog, not noticing anyone or anything around me. Stations came and went, but I merely sipped on lukewarm tea in its polystyrene cup and stared out of the window blindly. My phone buzzed next to me and I looked at it half-heartedly, not even bothered that it could be another threatening text. There hadn’t been any for days, but that didn’t mean to say they’d grown bored of tormenting me. But the message was from Viola instead.

We should meet to discuss the next steps. V

The next steps. That’s what the policeman had said too. I couldn’t think about anything else right now. I fired off a brief reply:

Off to Newcastle – my mother has died. Talk soon. K

I heard the notification of a reply coming through but didn’t read it. Paul and I had put our argument to one side after I had explained what had happened and booked onto the first train the next morning. He’d provided stiff hugs and cups of tea while I cried, his face creased in concern, and Helen had offered to help with the children as I made hasty travel arrangements and robotically packed a small bag, not sure how long I would be gone. Paul had offered to come with me, but I cut him short, saying this was something I wanted to do alone and that he would be more useful to me if he stayed with the kids. Jack and Lily were understandably upset as it was, but I didn’t want to put them through the dreadfulness of a funeral.

Once I had disembarked from the train, I wandered through the station and onto a bus on autopilot, my feet moving me forward and thoughts swirling through my mind like dust, visible but elusive. My feet finally brought me to the bus stop on my road and to the front door that was so familiar.

Today it looked different. Older maybe, with more cracks showing, the damage evident. I reached under the plant pot by the door for the spare key that was always hidden there, dating back to the days towards the end when my dad would come home late. My mother always left him a key and a frosty reception. Maybe it was still there because Mam had always hoped he would use it again one day.

I pushed open the door. A couple of takeaway menus slid across the carpet in its wake. I picked them up without reading them and crumpled them in my fist. I wasn’t sure what to expect inside the house. Flapping police tape or a white-taped, Cluedo-esque body outline at the foot of the stairs? But it looked the same as it had the last time I was there, a lifetime ago now.

What was missing was noise. No Bert snuffling and farting his way over to me, his bum wiggling in delight; no soap operas blaring discontent; no washing machine whirring or tumble dryer vibrating through the thin walls.

Just oppressive silence.

I closed the door and dropped my overnight bag at my feet, my eyes immediately drawn to the foot of the stairs. Was that where Norma had found her and Bert? I wanted to feel tears welling up, but instead felt dehydrated, as though there was no moisture left in my body, and hollowed out with sadness.

I wandered into the lounge. My mother’s armchair stood in pride of place by the window in direct view of the television, a dark, greasy outline marking where she had sat for so long, feet propped up on her little stool, cup of tea in hand.

I walked from room to room, not entirely sure what I was looking for – some sign of life maybe. Norma or someone had washed whatever dishes had been left. A mug and a few plates were stacked on the drying rack. I carefully put each one away, then pulled out the chair and sat at the tiny kitchen table, with its scuffed 1960s patterned surface. The crumpled junk mail fell from my hand. I wasn’t aware I was still clutching it.

I’d had many a meal at this table, just me and Mam: pork chops and peas after school; tiny Sunday roasts for the two of us, always with Yorkshire puddings; buttered crumpets in my pyjamas on a winter’s evening. Today there would be no Sunday roast.

When I thought back now, she may not have been tactile in her displays of affection, but when her mood had been up, Mam had demonstrated affection through the mechanics of every day, with food to suit every mood, clothes washed and ironed as though from a magic laundry basket and her time when it came to reading my endless scripts, short stories and poems. I’d never fully appreciated it all until now.

But then, when her mood had been down, this house had taken on the air of an oppressive sepulchre as I crept around, trying not to disturb her. I had that same feeling now.

I knew I had to contact the police and start making arrangements, but I couldn’t bring myself to move from the chair now that I was in it.

I heard a knock on the door, but it opened before I could get to my feet.

Norma rushed in as quickly as her little legs would carry her, her tabard apron flapping above the hem of her shin-length beige skirt.

‘Oh, Kathy, I thought I saw you. Come here and gimme a cuddle. An awful business, it really is.’ She held out her arms and I pushed from the chair and propelled myself into them, thankful for any welcoming embrace.

I pulled away after a moment. ‘How are you, Norma? It must’ve been awful to find her like that.’

‘I can’t lie, Kathy, it wasn’t nice.’ Norma looked wired, as though on an artificial high from the thrill of all this drama. ‘I can’t get the image out of my head of her neck bent the way it was.’ She shuddered. ‘And poor Bert – probably died of a broken heart. He was devoted to your mam. Unless he went first and it was her heart that was broken, of course. Have you spoken to the police yet?’

I nodded. ‘A few times on the phone. They’re conducting a post-mortem tomorrow, but it’s clearly a case of accidental death. They still need to know how she died though.’


‘I’ve spoken to the funeral place down the road – they buried our Frank and were very nice – family business, you know. Anyway, they’re happy to put everything in place. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve jotted down some ideas – hymns and such that she liked. We’ve hummed along to enough episodes of Songs of Praise together for me to know what she would like.’ Norma brushed some tears from her cheeks.


‘That’s fine – you knew her best, really.’

‘Well, everything is set for Saturday if you want to go ahead then – and if the body is released.’

‘Yes, I think that’s wise, don’t you? Get it all over and done with.’

‘We can just pop to the pub over the road from the crem afterwards. They do a good finger lunch there.’

‘That sounds fine, thanks Norma. I’m happy for you to carry on organising it if you want.’

‘Well, it’s giving me something to do, otherwise I’d be turning meself inside out thinking about her.’

Something else had come to me on the train. ‘Should we tell my dad? Do you know where he is these days? How to get in touch with him?’

Norma suddenly looked even more distressed, if that was possible. She clasped a hand to her chest. ‘Oh, pet, didn’t she tell you?’

‘Tell me what?’

‘He died, love, quite a few years ago now. Cancer, I think.’

I wasn’t sure what to feel about this. The idea that I was suddenly an orphan was difficult to compute on top of everything else. Pathetically, I’d actually hoped my mother’s death would bring my dad out of hiding.

‘It’s not like you had a proper relationship with him though, so best not to dwell on it. Besides, he made his intentions clear the day he left, heartless bastard.’

‘She never told me what happened.’

‘He’d been carrying on with that Brenda behind Linda’s back for years and then one day he said he loved Brenda and not her. Of course, she didn’t see it coming, it all got a bit nasty and he said that your mam had been stifling him all those years. She never forgave him. She did everything for that man, but the grass was always greener somewhere else for him.’

I suddenly felt light-headed and slumped into the chair. Finally, confirmation of what I had suspected all along. I could feel every one of the body blows from the grenades being lobbed at me.

‘Ah, love, it’s the shock of everything, isn’t it? Here, I’ll pop the kettle on.’ Norma busied around me as I concentrated on breathing in and out.

‘She never told me that. She never said anything really. She kept it all to herself, like it was her burden to bear. I always assumed that maybe I’d been too much for him or something. I never even got a goodbye, so he can’t have thought that much of me.’ I was ashamed to admit that my teenage self had wished a few times over the years that he had taken me with him instead of leaving me with Linda and I’d held that against her in a way. ‘I always thought she’d secretly blamed me for him leaving,’ I added in a whisper.

‘You’re wrong there. She wanted you to have nothing to do with that scum. You were better off without him and she knew that. Men like that are selfish and expect the women in their lives to put them first. After making him her priority for a long time, Linda put you first from the day you were born and he couldn’t handle it. That’s when things soured between them. So he found a woman who did put him front and centre. He never had more kids.’

‘So it was my fault he left. Because I took her attention away from him.’

‘Ah, love, that’s a mother’s job, isn’t it? It’s a pathetic, weak man that begrudges a child their mother’s love.’ Norma patted me on the hand affectionately. ‘You don’t want to be bothered with the likes of him – and there’s plenty of carbon copies out there.’

But wasn’t that exactly the kind of man I was involved with now? Paul had always kept himself at a polite distance from his children but expected me to be at his beck and call, pulling my strings like a seasoned puppet master, making me jump through his hoops, all the while telling me he had my best interests at heart.

My father had left a gaping hole in my life and I had tried to fill it, first with Darren and then later with Paul. Neither had made me happy.

Norma was chattering away, taking comfort in doing the little things: warming the teapot; rinsing mugs; putting milk in a tiny jug. ‘I’ll miss the grumpy old bat, I tell you.’ She chuckled. ‘Always quick to pass judgement, was our Linda. Told it like it was. And that business with your dad meant she never really trusted anyone again, was always looking for a motive. He broke her. Nobody could do anything for her just to be nice after that, you know? She wouldn’t let anyone get close. But she meant well in her gruff way. And she was very proud of you, mind.’

I snorted incredulously. Norma looked across at me sharply.

‘She was! She was always telling me what you were up to, about the children and their antics, and how proud she was that you got away from here and settled down with a family of your own with a successful husband.’

‘She never told me that. She didn’t even like Paul,’ I mumbled as Norma put a fresh cup of tea in front of me and sat down opposite, her own flowery china mug steaming in front of her.

‘Well, she was as proud as punch – never stopped talking about you, so don’t you ever doubt it.’

‘She just used to tell me what I should’ve done, not how proud she was of what I had done.’

‘Well, she’d hardly tell you out loud that she missed you, would she? Hard as nails, that one. I knew her back when your dad was still around and she idolised him. She was a different woman back then, softer, gentler. And she loved to laugh. It broke her heart when he left. Then, she became a right stubborn cow and had more defences up than the Bank of England. Hardly ever heard her laugh after that. It was a challenge for her to get out of bed most days.’ Norma reached over and took hold of my hands again as the tears started to flow. ‘There, there, love. No need for that. She wouldn’t want you crying, I knae that.’

‘Oh Norma, I’m so confused.’ I could feel the words rising in my throat, everything I had wanted to talk to my mother about but hadn’t and now never would. My doubts, fears, hopes. I never gave her the chance to be a mother to me after I left home. I’d assumed that since she’d failed before, she would fail again. Now it was too late and yet I still needed her, needed someone. ‘Paul wants me to give it all up, the writing, trying to get published, all of it, and I don’t know what to do.,’ I said in a rush.

‘Ah, pet, you should ask yourself what you want to do! For what it’s worth, I think you should make that woman proud by getting that book published. That’s what she would’ve wanted.’

I buried my face in my hands and breathed out, as though that long exhalation would help to still the myriad of thoughts and feelings rebounding through me like a pinball machine. My mother did care but felt she couldn’t tell me. Why? Why let her daughter think she meant nothing, was nothing? To push me harder? Why would that be easier than admitting how much you love someone? Because she’d been hurt before and her reflex was to keep everyone out? And wasn’t that what I’d been doing to the people around me all these years too? To her too? I’d mimicked her and slowly turned into the person I always swore I wouldn’t become.

‘You’re right.’ I looked up at Norma. ‘I need to make her proud, whatever it takes. And if not her, then my own daughter.’

‘Attagirl.’ Norma sipped her tea. ‘Now, I’ve got a lovely piece of gammon that I’m doing for tea tonight – shall I bring you a plate over? You look like you could do with a good meal, love.’
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The funeral was an ordeal, to say the least. I looked at the faces filling a handful of pews and only recognised one or two. I felt inappropriately dressed for the occasion too – not knowing what to wear when I had packed, I had grabbed a black wrap dress that was sitting a little too tightly across my chest and I was well aware that a few of the older male guests at the ceremony were addressing my boobs when they were talking to me. A thin film of sweat greased my brow and I felt like someone had thrown a dirty dishcloth over me.

Norma had travelled with me in the car to the crematorium, but we had remained silent for the journey and I had never felt so isolated, even though I wasn’t alone. When the car had pulled up outside the house, Norma had already been standing on the pavement waiting. She had swapped her pinny for a simple outfit of black trousers and a grey blouse, with patent leather pumps on her feet. She looked better than I had ever seen her and I was touched at the effort she’d made.

‘Oh, you do look lovely, dear,’ Norma had said.

My feet were already pinching in my heels and my dress kept riding up. ‘Thanks, Norma, so do you.’

‘This blouse only comes out for funerals and weddings,’ she’d chuckled.

Mr Liu was already in a pew, weeping openly before the service had even begun. I greeted him as I went past and he gave me a wan smile.

‘He’ll see his battered sausage profits drop now, won’t he, with no Bert to eat them,’ I said in a quiet voice to Norma.

Norma tittered again, then shepherded me into the front pew. I tried to concentrate as the hymns began, but the sight of the coffin coming in threw me off balance and I began to shiver uncontrollably. It turns out Mr Liu had quite an impressive baritone and he carried us all through the singing. Soon it was time for me to approach the lectern and give my reading, which I had agonised over writing. For someone who fancied themselves as a writer, I had certainly struggled to come up with suitable words for this.

All eyes were on me, judging me, the absent daughter, as I tripped up the steps in my ridiculous heels, tugging at my dress as I went. I stared out at the faces in front of me and could feel my teeth chattering behind my lips. I coughed, then said, ‘Erm, er, thanks for coming, everyone,’ in a quiet voice.

The hand holding my speech was shaking. My eyes swept over the ring I now wore on my left hand. My mother’s engagement ring – a simple gold band adorned with four small diamonds. Mam had worn it every day since my father had given it to her, even after he had left, still refusing to accept he was gone. I had found it among the personal items the police had returned and had slipped it on my own finger immediately, tucking it behind my understated engagement ring and wedding band. I looked down at it now, forever a reminder not to waste the life we are given.

I put the piece of paper down on the lectern, its flimsiness not doing justice to the weight of the occasion.

‘My mother was a stubborn woman, stoic, formidable, who loved the simple things in life: a gin and tonic while watching her favourite programmes, a box of Black Magic on the weekend and Bert, her constant companion.’ Suddenly a knot of emotion clogged my throat like a cork and I couldn’t dislodge it. I choked, coughed, then began to cry silently. Stumbling over the words swimming on the page in front of me, I forced myself to carry on, but the letters were a blur. ‘She was a woman of simple pleasures, but I found out recently that there was more to her than I gave her credit for. Thank you to her devoted friend, Norma, for being there for her when she needed someone. I wish I had been. I loved her more than she knew and I will miss her.’

With a final strangled sob, I returned to my seat.

As the curtains parted and the coffin disappeared, I looked away.

I hung onto Norma’s arm as we walked out of the crematorium ahead of everyone else.

‘Lovely words, Kathy, lovely words,’ she said.


‘No, they weren’t, Norma. I sounded like a complete idiot up there. Couldn’t even do that right, she’d be saying.’

‘No, you sounded like a grief-stricken daughter.’

At that, I began to cry again. We stopped in the doorway to greet the small congregation as they filed out. Faces were vague and unfamiliar, so I kept my smile in place but my eyes downcast.

The cool outside air was a welcome relief on my sweaty face. ‘That breeze is nice – it was like a furnace in there,’ I said to Norma in between accepting condolences. Then I realised what I had said and felt a bubble of giggles well up in my throat. Norma looked horrified, then a sparkle of humour lit up her eyes.

‘Eeeh, you’re terrible, Kathy. But I bet she’s having a laugh at that.’

I chuckled a little more, then noticed a couple approaching us in even more inappropriate clothes than mine. They were both as round as they were tall and dressed in Bermuda shorts and loud, Hawaiian-style shirts with little hobbit feet clad in neon orange plastic Crocs.

‘Kathy, you won’t know us, but we knew your mam from bingo. She loved a night at the bingo, bless her.’ I didn’t even know she had played. I thought she never left the house. I was beginning to realise I didn’t really know her at all.

The man noticed me staring at their feet. ‘Oh, excuse the outfit – we’re off to Benidorm on our holidays and had time to pop in here on our way to the airport.’

‘My mother hated Crocs – said they were ridiculous things to put on your feet. She’ll be turning in her grave right now.’

There was a stunned silence before I started to belly-laugh uncontrollably, the stress and emotion of the day tipping me over the edge into hysteria. I couldn’t remember when last I had laughed as hard. It wasn’t long before the others joined in, then my laughter dissolved into sobs.

‘I think you need a drink, pet,’ the man said. ‘Let’s get you over the road, eh?’

*

The pub was uninspiring, with bench seats along the walls, little round tables and dark red velvet upholstery. A typical northern boozer, its wallpaper steeped in years of cigarette ash, beer fumes and the breath of a million anecdotes.

An area had been set aside for us and the buffet had been laid out on silver foil trays decorated with doilies. There was a vast array of sausage rolls, scotch eggs, pork pie wedges, and egg and cress sandwiches, but it was the sight of the cheese and pineapple on cocktail sticks protruding from a 1980s foil ‘hedgehog’ that almost pitched me over again. My mother would’ve described it as ‘a nice spread’, that’s for sure.

I sat on one of the bench seats and Mr Liu wandered over with a gin and tonic for me. The balls of my feet throbbed from standing outside the crematorium. I took a sip of the drink, then remembered my overindulgences of the week before and pushed it to one side. If there was ever a time I needed a drink, then this was it, but the idea still made my stomach lurch. Norma appeared next to me and handed me a plate of food. I nibbled on a sausage roll, wishing the whole thing was over and that I was back in my mother’s little house in solitary again. Part of me wanted to hide there forever so that I didn’t have to face the decisions and responsibilities that waited for me – or Paul.

Norma sat on one side of me and Mr Liu on the other, both shooting furtive glances my way, as though worried I may burst into hysterics again.

‘Go on, get that drink down you, love,’ Norma coerced.

‘No, I can’t stomach it, really. A cup of tea would do me better I think.’

Mr Liu immediately shot to his feet, clearly relieved to have something to do.

I stared into the gin glass, watching the bubbles pop and the ice dance around the lemon wedges. A draught of air reached me as the pub door opened and I looked up.

‘Bloody hell, what’s he doing here?’ I scowled in a low voice.

Norma looked over to where Darren was standing. ‘Ah, come on, you and him were quite the pair back in the day, despite everything. I know his mam and mentioned we would be here. Didn’t think you’d mind.’

Could this get any worse?

He looked around with casual self-confidence, spotted me with a wink, then approached the bar. I let out my held breath, hoping I had got away with not having to speak to him. No such luck. Five minutes later, pint firmly in hand, he swaggered across and towered over the table.

‘Kath, sorry to hear about your mam, like.’

‘Thanks Darren.’ I looked away. Darren took that as an invitation to sit down next to me.

‘Hiya, Norma.’

‘Hiya, Darren, how’s your mam?’

‘Can’t complain, thanks. Sends her best.’

‘Ah, that’s kind.’

He turned his attention back to me as Norma started a conversation with a woman next to her whom I didn’t recognise.

‘Sounds awful, the way she died – your mother,’ he added unnecessarily. He gulped down a quarter of his pint in one go, then set the glass on the table with a thud and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

‘It could’ve been… more peaceful, I guess. I wasn’t there though.’

‘You sure? I kinda had money on it that you’d pushed her down the stairs.’ He leaned back against the seat with a smirk and spread his legs wide, his knee now touching mine.

I inched away in disgust, just as Mr Liu placed a cup of tea in front of me. ‘Thank you, Mr Liu.’ He smiled wanly at me again and, after a scowl at Darren, shuffled away.

‘That man sure doesn’t like me,’ Darren said.

‘Can’t imagine why,’ I replied in a low voice.

‘Probably because of your mother. She never liked me either.’

‘I repeat: can’t imagine why.’

He ignored the sarcasm and took another swig of his beer. ‘So, now that the witch is dead, maybe we can kiss and make up?’

‘What?’

‘Well, it was because of her that you left, but we can put the past behind us now. All is forgiven and all that. You’re still a looker, Kath. What do you say? Your husband needn’t know. And I can’t imagine there’s much in London for you, especially after that business you got caught up in.’ He placed his hand on my thigh and ran it up under the skirt of my dress.

My ears began to buzz and I froze, immobilised by his brashness.

‘We used to have a lot of fun, you and I. Don’t tell me you don’t remember.’ His hand pushed higher and I snapped out of my paralysis. I slapped him hard on the face, which whipped to the side under the force of the blow. He pulled his hand away from my crotch to clasp his already reddening cheek.

The pub stilled instantly, every pair of eyes turning towards me, but I hardly noticed.

‘How dare you! Are you actually hearing yourself right now? It’s my mother’s funeral and not only are you insulting her, but you’re coming on to me?’

Mr Liu rushed over and said, ‘Is everything okay?’

I replied in a menacing voice, ‘I’ve got this, thanks, Mr Liu.’

Activity hummed back into gear around me, as though someone had turned the volume up again, and eyes swivelled away, familiar as they were to domestic squabbles played out in public.

‘Ah, come on, we both know why you left. You hated her. You wanted to put as much distance between you and her as you could. Can’t blame you, really.’

I shook my head incredulously. ‘No, actually, it was you I hated.’ It was my turn to fill the space between us. Leaning across the tiny table, I spat, ‘You who slept with anything that moved. You with your heavy hands, getting one too many pints in your belly and shoving your girlfriend around, because she’s your property, right? Is that what you do to Jenni of a Friday night? Go out with the lads, get lashed, then come home and take out your pathetic, disappointing life on her? Make you feel better about yourself, does it? To be the big, strong, hard man able to knock ten bells out of a little lassie?’

‘Fuck’s sake, Kath, that only happened once or twice – and I said I was sorry. Besides, you gave as good as you got in those days.’

‘I never raised a hand to you. You left me covered in bruises and with a broken rib or two.’

‘You said you had forgotten all of that at the time.’ He had the sulky look of a boy who hadn’t made the football team.

‘Yeah, because I didn’t think I could do any better, pathetic as that was.’

‘And you’ve found better since, have you?’

I thought about Paul, who, despite his weaknesses and flaws, had never lifted a hand to me but, I was beginning to realise, was abusing me in different, more subtle ways by controlling my every move and undermining my confidence at every step. Had I done any better or had I just swapped one bad decision for another?

‘So that’s why you left?’ he continued, draining his pint. ‘Your mother said it was because you had found out about Hayley.’

‘My mother?’

‘Yes, she came over just before you left. Told me you’d asked her to tell me we were done because you’d found out about Hayley and, since you’d been offered a job in London, you were going to take it. I would’ve liked to have heard it from you though.’

‘She told me you had called it off, had decided that Hayley was the one you wanted.’ On autopilot, I drank from the gin glass still sitting next to my tea.

‘Not true. Hayley and I did get together properly afterwards – and yeah, we were having a bit of a thing when I was with you – but you were the one I loved.’

‘Until the next one came along, that is. I guess my mam could spot a toxic relationship a mile away.’ She’d had experience after all.

‘Well, from where I’m sitting, she didn’t do you any favours.’

‘And from where I am, she did. She gave me the push I needed and saved me from ruining my life with a shit like you. Thank goodness I got that abortion when I did or I’d be tied to you forever by now.’

I got to my feet, took a moment to feed off the shock filtering across his face as the meaning of my words sunk in, then grabbed my bag and left, pushing open the swing door of the pub so hard that it clattered against the wall with glass-cracking force.

I stood outside, doubled over with my hands on my thighs, breathing hard. I couldn’t take it all in – my mother, the funeral, Darren, memories of the abortion with its cold, clinical processes and my feeling of emotional detachment that never quite went away afterwards. I’d hidden those feelings away as best I could, but I was still haunted by the decision I’d made. It was all a swirl of disconnected thoughts and emotions like gunfire in my head. I hadn’t meant to blurt it out to him like that, but the shock and hurt on his face had been cathartic.

I began walking, but my feet had reached excruciating levels, so I removed my shoes and continued in my stockinged feet, not caring what anyone thought. Not that anyone would bother around here. They’d seen worse on a weekend.

Tears tracked down my cheeks – of frustration, anger, regret, sorrow. I felt all of it in equal measure. It was like I was perched on the tip of an iceberg surrounded by freezing water, with no lifeboat in sight and sharks circling, waiting for me to surrender – or die.

I wandered the streets, not entirely sure where I was going, but after years of roaming these parts in my youth, muscle memory took me home, back to the terraced house with the peeling gate. I unlocked the door with my mother’s set of keys and dropped my shoes in the hallway, no fear any more of Bert stealing one and chewing it beyond recognition.

I slumped into the kitchen chair, feeling for the first time the numbness of my toes after the long walk. My tights were now shredded and a blister had ballooned on the ball of my left foot. I hastily removed the tights, balled them up and threw them in the bin, then took off the tight dress and sat in my underwear at the table.

The clock ticked above my head, an hour out of time as my mother couldn’t reach it to change it every winter. It would eventually catch up with itself next spring when the clocks sprang forward again. The calendar on the fridge would be stuck in November for eternity now. Everything stagnating; nothing changing.

This can’t be me. I won’t let them be right.

I pushed up from the chair and went up to my old bedroom. Changing into my baggy jeans and an old jumper, I pulled my laptop from my bag and returned to the kitchen. I’d brought it with me on a whim – or as a two-fingered salute to Paul.

It was cold in the room. I needed tea – and lots of it. I turned on the kettle. The upturned teapot still stood on the draining board after Norma had rinsed it days ago. I went to grab the handle, but my hands and eyes weren’t co-ordinating and the teapot slipped from my grasp and shattered on the linoleum floor. I closed my eyes for a moment, sighed, then reached for the dustpan and broom that had always lived behind the kitchen door.

Shards of porcelain had scattered everywhere. I cleared the mess into the bin. The writer in me wanted to create symbolic parallels with my own shattered dreams; the cynic in me told my inner voice to shut the fuck up.

My mother used to say it was sacrilege to make tea from a teabag in a mug, so I began rummaging in the cupboards for another teapot. I remembered one from when I was younger – a prized possession that was only brought out on special occasions. A large, white teapot covered in tiny gold stars, accompanied by a matching tea set that had been a wedding gift to her. I used to love it, but she never let me near it. It wouldn’t have been used much, was probably hidden at the back of a cupboard somewhere if she’d kept it. Bu there was no need to keep it for special occasions any longer.

Deep in the corner cupboard I found what I was looking for behind a blender that hadn’t seen any action in years. The cups and saucers were stacked neatly with the teapot peaking between them.

I lifted it down onto the countertop carefully, not entirely trusting my hands not to drop this one too in my current, emotionally charged state. It felt surprisingly heavy for such fragile-looking porcelain. I ran the hot water in the sink and lifted the lid to wash it out. As I went to plunge the teapot under the water, my eye caught on what looked like sheets of paper jammed inside it. I turned off the tap and reached in to free whatever was in there.

The inside was rammed full with envelopes containing hand-written letters, all addressed to me. I sat down at the table again and opened the first one. I flipped to the last page and saw it was signed by ‘Dad’. Attached to the back of the letter was a wad of cash. I turned my attention back to the words written on the paper, curiosity getting the better of me. It was brief.

Hiya Kath,

How are you, love? Things are good here. The cottage is coming along nicely. Brenda is a dab hand with a sewing machine and has done the place up nice. You can see the sea if you squint your eyes. It’s lovely to walk down there when the weather is nice. I’d love to show you it sometime. You just let me know when.

We’re thinking of getting a dog. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?

How’s your writing coming along? If you like, you can send me some stories. I’d like to read them. You’ll be a famous writer one day and I’ll be the proudest dad in the world.

Anyway, it’s Easter and I’m sending you some money to get yourself a chocolate egg. I’m sure you still love chocolate, right? If not, get yourself whatever you want.

Keep well, love, and if you want to, send me a letter back. I’d love to hear from you.

Lots of love,

Dad

Each of the letters carried a similar message, little details about his life with Brenda and the cottage they’d apparently bought by the sea, the dog they went on to buy – a Labrador called Brian – and either cash or cheques made out to varying amounts of money stuffed into birthday and Christmas cards. It all added up to a substantial amount. He had been sending me money every month since he’d left.

I felt like I had fallen through a rabbit hole into another dimension where everyone was the same but different. Why hadn’t my mother said anything to me? She certainly hadn’t spent the money, but then hadn’t passed it or the letters and cards on to me either. The money stopped with my eighteenth birthday; the letters stopped five years ago.

I remembered that eighteenth birthday well. I had spent it on my own in a grotty YMCA youth hostel in London, fearing for my safety and worrying about whether I would get the barmaid job I had applied for. I had told my mother I was going out with some new friends I had met, but in actual fact I had hidden in my room and eaten a cheap McDonald’s burger that I warmed up on the radiator. That was the first of many lies I told my mother in the hope that she would think I had made the right decision to move, that she would forgive me for getting pregnant.

Those first few months of living alone in London were a period of time I tried hard not to think about. Grieving for a baby I had never got to know, mourning the loss of a relationship I should’ve escaped from much earlier than I did and trying to survive on my own for the first time. But I had been surviving, despite what Paul thought. I learnt early on which alleys hid the dustbins where the local shops threw their out-of-date sandwiches; I was putting in extra shifts at the restaurant to save every penny I could; my room in the flat was tiny but adequate once you got used to the constant aroma of tikka masala from the restaurant below that coated everything in a thin haze; and I was writing. Short stories, poems, anything I could think of. I would’ve been okay, but a helping hand financially would’ve taken some of the pressure off.

Perhaps if my mother had known I was eating past-their-best sandwiches from dustbins and weeping with joy at finding a tenner in the street, she would’ve told me about the money. Who knows? But I had lied to her so that she wouldn’t worry and she had thought I was doing fine without my dad’s help, was probably proud of that at least. Then Paul had come along and ‘saved’ me – or so he thought. Locked me in an emotional prison, more like.

I ran my fingers over the pile of letters as the truth rolled over me. My dad might’ve left Linda, but he hadn’t left me after all. I’d spent years trying to fill the void and I hadn’t needed to. I could’ve got to know him. My children could’ve known their grandfather.

I wanted to feel rage at my mother for keeping this from me, but I was hollow.

Breathe in. Breathe out.

I needed to take control again, stop using the past as an excuse, stop letting everyone else make decisions for me.

I picked up my phone and called Paul’s number.

‘Katherine,’ he answered, but his voice sounded tight. I had expected more warmth, considering.

‘Paul, hi. How are you?’

‘Fine. How was the funeral?’

‘It was difficult, but she would’ve been pleased with it, I think. How are Jack and Lily?’

‘Fine, doing homework in the other room.’

‘I’ll be back on the train tomorrow. I think I should get in around lunchtime.’

‘That’s fine.’

‘We need to talk when I get home.’ The words rushed out of me.

‘You’re right, we do.’ His voice was crisp.

‘Is something wrong?’ Hang on, I was the one at my own mother’s funeral and I was still being made to feel like the naughty kid who was staring detention in the face.

‘You’ve had a delivery.’

‘Oh?’

‘Flowers. From your friend, Sam.’ He added unnecessary emphasis to the word ‘friend’.

‘That was kind of him.’

‘Quite. I have to go. The children need me.’ I knew that was a lie.

‘Okay, I’ll let you know when my train gets in—’

He had cut the call.

Ice inched across my skin. Why was he so angry?

Then the ice turned to fire as I realised that I was still doing it, letting him dictate how I felt, what I did.

Hadn’t I just decided to take control?

I couldn’t do this any more. I felt like every time my feet felt planted and I knew which path I should take, the ground kept shifting beneath me, knocking me off balance. It was time I stood on my own two feet again – without Paul, maybe even without Viola and Sam. If only I hadn’t signed that contract so quickly. Surely if one agent was keen, others might have been too?

I needed to take two big steps away from all of this because it was all getting so twisted in my head and I needed space and clarity, time to accept the mistakes of my past, take stock of my present and decide what shape I wanted my future to have. The idea of standing on my own two feet – just me, Jack and Lily – was terrifying but intoxicatingly liberating too. Could I do it? After all these years of being told that I wasn’t strong enough, it was hard to convince myself that I could, but hadn’t I been raising my two children single-handedly as it was? Sure, Paul provided me with financial security, but now that I had some money of my own and a chance to make something of myself, the idea was not completely ludicrous.


I owed it to myself and to my children to start living my own life for once. Maybe that was the lesson my mother had been trying to teach me all along.
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After a surprisingly emotional farewell with Norma, I spent the entire train journey home putting plans in place in my head and working out the next steps, rehearsing what I would say to Paul.

If I was honest with myself – and I was trying to be just that as the train hurtled back to London – I would admit that I had used Paul as a convenient invisibility cloak and it had suited me. I had known from the moment I had met him what he was like. Even in the early days of our relationship, he would correct me when I offered an opinion, order off the menu for me, even pick out my outfits or tell me if he thought my choice was too outlandish. But I suppose I had wanted someone to take care of me for a change. After all those years of feeling like I had been abandoned by my father and needing to be able to either cope on my own or take care of my mother depending on what mood she was in, having someone there to make all of my decisions for me and to lift the heavy anvil of responsibility from my back was a relief.

I chewed on the inside of my cheek as the train pulled into the station, then took slow, heavy steps towards the house. I needed to be strong so that I wasn’t sucked back under the tidal wave of self-doubt that had engulfed me for so long. I had made one careless mistake over a decade ago and I had done my time. Now I was ready to be released from my guilt. I couldn’t let him hold it over me any longer.

The house was quiet as I pushed open the door and pulled the key from the lock with a rasp. It had a sense of abandonment, as though the air had expelled all the latent energy and was resting.

‘I’m home,’ I called, even though I knew no one was here.

Even Bo was absent.

I wandered into the lounge, which was full of the evidence of my family: discarded shoes; a newspaper tossed on the coffee table; a half-empty glass of water; a school jumper flung nonchalantly on the back of the couch.

I had told Paul I would be on the morning train. I was expecting him and the kids to be here, waiting for me. I’d even called him from the station, but he hadn’t answered.

I headed into the kitchen, took stock of the dirty plates in the sink and the takeaway dishes on the counter. So much for keeping an eye on the children’s diet. Cereal bowls were left where they’d been served, the milk souring in the bottom and cereal crusting the sides. I gathered them up and stashed them with the other dishes, then filled the kettle and turned it on, ignoring the thump of anxiety as it settled into the pit of my stomach.

As I listened to the water bubble, my eyes fell on a bouquet of buttery yellow roses wilting on the corner of the table. They’d been left in their cellophane without any water and the petals were desolate and shrivelled at the edges, the leaves looking like they were gasping at the air. The least Paul could’ve done was put them in water.

A card lay next to the bouquet, the words shouting into the silence:

So sorry to hear about your loss. Thinking of you always. Special love, Sam x

I exhaled slowly and picked up the card. The edge of the white paper cut sharply into the skin on my index finger and I hissed, dropping it onto the table. Blood immediately pooled along the cut and a single bead dropped in slow motion onto the card. I brought my finger to my mouth and watched the blood pooling on the stark white background like a macabre teardrop. I wiped the blood drop with my thumb, leaving a smear across the penmanship. The cut began to sting. I grabbed a tissue to wrap around my finger.

Where were they? A lurch of panic rippled through me. Had Paul taken the children and left me? All because of a bunch of flowers? He wouldn’t, would he?

My hands started to shake and I ran to my bag, which I’d dropped in the hallway, scrabbling around in it for my phone. I called his mobile number first, but it went straight to voicemail.

With panic coating my tongue, I then called Helen. It rang a couple of times and I was about to hang up and try Paul again when she answered.

‘Hi Katherine, you okay?’

‘Oh god, Hels, I think he’s taken the kids. There’s no one here and he’s upset about some stupid flowers Sam sent and I think he’s taken them somewhere, but I don’t know where and I can’t get hold of him—’ My voice was like a machine gun firing in all directions, the words clipped as I paced the room.

‘Woah, Katherine, slow down, I can’t make out what you’re saying!’

‘Paul – he’s not here, nor are the kids. Have you seen him?’

‘Oh, yes, he asked me to have the kids and Bo for a bit this morning. He’s gone for a cycle. Are you okay? You don’t sound so good.’

The air escaped from my lungs in a rush. ‘Oh god!’

‘Look, you’ve had a bit of a long week, to say the least, so I’ll come over and bring the kids and we’ll have a chat. Okay?’

‘Yeah, okay. Thanks, Hels.’ I closed my eyes as I hung up the phone, then felt exhaustion pull at my legs. I slumped into the nearest chair, willing the minutes to pass so that I could physically see my children in front of me and believe it was true. The tissue fell from the paper cut and wafted down to the tiled floor and I watched its descent, feeling disconnected.


The tiniest little thing had just threatened to derail me from reality. How could I possibly think I would be okay on my own? My emotions swung like a pendulum on any given day and for most of the last ten years I had been chemically grounded by little white pills. I was indeed my mother’s daughter.

I looked over at the yellow roses again and reached out to touch them, but the papercut left a red smudge on the petals, as through the flowers themselves were bleeding.

Minutes passed and I was starting to feel more composed when the doorbell rang insistently. I fixed a plastic smile on my face.

‘Hi guys,’ I said brightly, feeling immense love as I looked down into their familiar faces. They rushed to embrace me and I breathed them in before they could dart away. Bo bounced up and down, his claws digging into my legs. I fussed over him as Jack unclipped his lead.

Helen then leaned in and gave me a fierce hug. I pushed into her, then straightened up and closed the door behind her. We walked without speaking down the hallway and I made cups of tea before placing them in front of us at the table as the kids bounded upstairs.

‘So how are you holding up?’ Helen asked.

‘I thought I was okay, but the way I overreacted just now…’

‘Oh, don’t be silly,’ Helen waved it off.

‘I just… I told Paul I was going to be on the early train, so I assumed he would be here, but he was so… cold when I spoke to him yesterday and I panicked.’

‘He didn’t say anything when he dropped the kids off. He was his usual uncommunicative self. Did you argue about something?’

‘I think he wasn’t happy about the flowers from Sam.’ I indicated the withered roses at the end of the table.

Helen got up and went to read the card. ‘Well, that doesn’t mean anything. That could just be a good friend being supportive. Yellow roses do symbolise friendship after all.’

‘I don’t think he sees it like that. He’s not very happy with my association with them as it is. He’s like you. He thinks I can’t do it, that my book would fail and I won’t be able to cope.’

‘That’s not what I think,’ she objected.

‘Yes, it is. You said as much the other day.’ I fiddled with the hairband on my wrist, then felt suddenly like it was cutting off the blood to my arm, so I pulled it off and flung it onto the table. Bo jumped up onto my lap and I hugged him to me.

Helen was quiet for a moment, then said in a low voice, ‘Look, I’m sorry, I should’ve been more supportive. I guess I’m jealous.’

‘Of what? My pathetic life?’

‘But you’re not pathetic, are you? You’ve had plenty to deal with and you’re slowly putting yourself back together. You’ve written a book, for god’s sake! I can’t even stick to a diet for more than a few days. Everyone talks about how they could do it, but you’ve actually done it and now someone wants to represent it and you’ve got prospects, somewhere to go with your life. I guess I was jealous because I’m not going anywhere. And I was worried that you’d pull away and leave me behind.’ She sounded close to tears.

‘Hels, that’s not true. I’m not pulling away. I’ve just been busy trying to juggle everything, but I haven’t been fair to you.’ I took her hand in mine. ‘We’ve had each other’s backs for a long time now and that’s not going to change.’

‘You’ll invite me to the film premier then?’

‘Of course, especially since I won’t be able to invite Paul.’ I took a deep breath. She was right. It might’ve taken me a while, but I was getting my shit together and I should be proud of what I had achieved already. ‘I’m leaving him.’

‘Woah, what?’

‘I’ve had time to think and if he’s not on board with me pursuing my dream, then I’ll do it on my own.’

‘Are you sure? I mean, think about what you’re giving up. You have a very comfortable life in a lovely home all paid for by a man who wants to take care of you.’

‘No, he wants to control me, keep me in a box on the shelf, only coming out when something needs cleaning or a meal needs preparing, and it’s stifling. I can’t breathe any more. I’m suffocating.’

‘But—’

We both heard the front door open. Helen jumped to her feet and Bo rushed off my lap.

‘I’ll give you some space, but don’t do anything rash, Katherine. You’ve got a good thing going on here, remember that.’

Paul wheeled his bike into the kitchen, his cycling shoes clacking on the tiles.

‘Paul,’ Helen said as she passed him.

‘Helen. Thanks for watching the children.’

‘No problem, they were angels as usual.’

I heard the door close behind her as she left.

Paul busied himself with taking his bike outside to his lock-up shed. I sat unmoving until he returned.

‘Paul, we need to talk.’

‘We do, but I need to shower.’

‘Please.’

He sat opposite and began to remove his cycling shoes and helmet, leaving them all where they lay. I tried not to let my irritation get a rise out of me.

‘Okay, let’s hear what you have to say,’ he said finally, leaning back in his chair, his legs spread and his arms folded. His helmet had left a red mark on his forehead and I concentrated on that.

‘There is nothing going on between Sam and me. He is my mentor and friend. He knew about my mother and he was merely expressing his condolences.’

His eyes were disbelieving. ‘I’m running out of patience, Katherine. I don’t know who you are any more. You’ve lied to me before and I don’t think you’re being straight with me now.’ He got to his feet and walked over to a drawer in the kitchen. With his back to me, he retrieved something, then turned and flung it on the table.

My pills.

‘You didn’t take them to Newcastle with you.’

‘No, I’m not taking them. I told you that.’

‘That will explain your erratic behaviour then. You know what a mess you were before you started taking them.’

‘That was because of what happened! I’m different now. I’ve put it behind me!’ The same old argument. Here we go again.

‘Katherine, I found you passed out on the couch smelling of your own urine the other morning. That’s hardly a sign of a stable adult.’


‘That was a mistake and I admit that I lost control.’

‘I will not talk about this any longer. I’ve made an appointment with Dr Hathaway for next week and if you need some time in hospital again, we can arrange that. I can’t watch you self-destruct any longer.’ He got to his feet and moved to walk away.

‘NO!’

He stopped in his tracks.

‘I am not going back into hospital and I am not going to let you control me any longer.’

He turned slowly. I got to my feet to match him in height.

I lowered my voice. ‘I will always be grateful for how you cared for me when I needed you, but now all you’re doing is suffocating me. I need to do this. I have a great opportunity and I’m not going to waste it. I think it’s time we accept that perhaps we have gone the distance.’

‘Are you saying what I think you are?’

‘I think we should separate.’

He took two large strides, closing the distance between us, and grabbed my arms. His fingers pressed into the flesh and I gasped.

‘After everything I’ve done for you? I don’t think so. You can’t leave me. I won’t let you.’

‘Paul, please, you’re hurting me.’

‘No, Katherine, you’re hurting me. I’ve cared for you, provided for you, given you a home and a lifestyle that any woman would beg for.’

‘But you haven’t loved me, Paul! I stepped in when you had no one else. Just like you filled the void left by my father, I did the same for you after your parents died. Do you remember when we first met, how lonely you were? Rattling around in your parents’ house a year after they died, eating in restaurants on your own so that you had noise around you. You told me that and I empathised with you because I was feeling it too. Then once you’d caught me, you took ownership of me, possessed me, kept me like a porcelain doll on show, making me dependent on you so that I couldn’t leave.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I cannot listen to you when you’re ranting.’

‘I am not ranting. I am speaking the truth for the first time. I want to be a success, I want a career, I want independence and freedom – and I can’t have that with you.’ Now that the words were hanging in the air between us, I realised how true they were.

‘And where do Jack and Lily fit into this plan of yours?’

‘We will come to an arrangement between us, but I have been their primary parent their entire lives and that is not about to change.’

He squeezed my arms harder and started to shake me as rage flitted across his face. ‘How dare you! I have been working hard to provide for you! I’ve put up with everything, from nervous breakdowns to seeing my reputation dragged through the mud by the newspapers, propping you up endlessly, listening to you whine about how you can’t cope. And this is the thanks I get?’

I had wanted to ignite some passion in him, but now I was scared at the cold fury in his eyes.

‘Paul, let me go.’

‘You think you can use me all this time and then walk away? With my children in tow?’ Each word was accompanied with a hard shake, but his voice was still ominously low. ‘Or is it because someone better has come along? Is that it? So that you can run off to Sam? Is that what this is actually about?’

‘No – Sam is married too. He’s a friend, that’s all.’ I kept my voice low despite feeling the urge to scream.

‘You bitch! You’re not going anywhere!’ He shoved me hard and I flew from his grasp, my head slamming into the table as I fell to the floor. The room dimmed around me and my ears began to ring. I felt like I had been plunged into a dark tunnel.

Gradually, everything began to refocus and I found myself sprawled on the cold floor, with Paul leaning over me, his face pale and tight.

‘Katherine, can you hear me? Oh my god, I’m so sorry. Katherine!’

I tried to sit up, but dizziness pushed me down again. I gulped in air.

‘Don’t try to get up. You’ve hit your head.’

I put a hand up and felt a throbbing lump already forming on the side of my head. ‘I’m okay,’ I said, my breath returning. I sat up again, slower this time.

Paul sat back onto the floor, his face anguished. ‘What have I done?’

Thoughts were reconnecting in my brain. I held onto the edge of the table and pulled myself up to my knees. He helped me to my feet and over to the chair, then rushed over to the freezer and began rummaging inside. He pulled out a bag of frozen tofu.

‘Here, put this on it.’

‘I think you should go, Paul.’

‘No! I’m so sorry, Katherine, I just got so panicked and angry and…’

‘Please, pack up some things and go. I need some space to process all of this.’

‘Please, don’t make me leave. Don’t take my kids. You, them, you’re all I have. I can’t.’

‘We’re not good for each other any more, you must see that. Think of Lily and Jack and what’s best for them.’

‘Mum? You okay?’ As if on cue, Lily stood in the doorway, concern wrinkling her perfect brow.

‘I just slipped and banged my head, angel. That’s all.’

Paul looked from Lily to me, then back to Lily. His shoulders slumped, his face caved in. He was quiet for a moment, a thousand emotions flittering across his face, the last resignation, then he said in a choked voice, ‘Lily, I have to go away for a few days… for work, but can you do me a favour please?’

‘Sure.’ She still looked on edge, aware that this wasn’t quite right.

‘Can you keep a close eye on your mum for me, especially tonight, and call me on my mobile if you’re worried about anything? Can you do that?’

‘Yes.’ Her voice was tiny and scared.

‘Do you know the number?’

‘Yes, Mummy taught me it.’

‘Good, good, of course.’

‘Don’t worry, honey, I’m fine,’ I said. ‘It’s just like when you bang your head. I feel a little woozy, but I’ll be fine in a minute.’

Paul wouldn’t look at me, but shame pulled the colour from his skin. ‘I’m going to grab a quick shower, then I’ll go.’

I watched him leave and breathed out in relief as soon as he did.

‘Would you like some water, Mum?’

‘Thank you, Lily, that would be nice.’ I touched the lump again and winced, but my head felt clearer now, despite the dull headache that was setting in.

All I could think was that I’d been here before with Darren and I hadn’t had the courage to get out the first time it had happened. This time would be different.
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A day had passed since my confrontation with Paul and we’d had little to say to each other in that time. He’d holed up in a local hotel, but on his way out the door he’d tried pleading with me again, apologised, promised it would never happen again, but I didn’t want to hear it. I’d heard it all before from different lips.

With the kids at school and Bo sleeping peacefully in his bed after a long, therapeutic walk for both him and me, I sat at the kitchen table in the quiet, testing the weight of my decision. I didn’t feel overwhelmed or anxious; just quietly confident for the first time in years that everything would work out.

But I also didn’t want to rush into anything. I wanted to make sure this was the right move, not just for me but for the children.

I made a call to Dr Hathaway and confirmed the appointment Paul had made but told her I wanted to discuss other forms of treatment, maybe more therapy rather than relying on medicinal solutions.

Then I called Viola. The line rang for a while and I fully expected her voicemail to kick in.

‘Hello Katherine.’

‘Viola, hi, how are you?’

‘I’m good, thanks. So sorry about your mother. I hope you are bearing up okay?’


‘Yes, thank you. I was hoping to talk to you about the contract. Maybe get together and discuss it?’

‘Wonderful, a great idea. I tell you what, how do you fancy a day trip out to the beach house? Sam has holed himself up there this week and I was going to go and spend the weekend with him. It’s not far from London on the train. Perhaps you can come for the day on Friday?’

I mentally ran through the logistics even as I heard myself say, ‘That sounds great.’

‘Fantastic, how about we meet around lunchtime then? I’ll email you the address and train details.’

‘Okay, thanks.’

‘Wonderful, I think it’s time we brought this story to a conclusion, don’t you?’

*

I checked my train ticket for the hundredth time as I stood on the concourse at Waterloo, pulling my coat tight around me against the cavernous chill. Nerves jangled through me, but I felt alive and connected. Paul had agreed to finish work early and have the kids after school. He was trying to make amends and generally being very helpful, even asking to read my manuscript so that he could get an idea of what it was about, but I was loathe to let him in case he didn’t like it. The week had passed smoothly, although we hadn’t told the children about our separation yet, mostly because Paul was still trying to convince me we could make it work. We’d already discussed putting up the Christmas decorations as a family tomorrow and going out for dinner afterwards, but while he was hoping it would make me change my mind, l wanted Jack and Lily to feel secure in the knowledge that for them very little would change after our split, that we could be civil to each other and we would love them no matter what. That was really important to me, especially in light of the destruction my own parents’ divorce had left behind.

I boarded the train to Poole according to Viola’s instructions and put all thoughts of Paul aside. Who’d have thought over a decade ago that I would be sitting on a train on my way to meet with my agent to discuss submitting my novel to publishers. Back then, I had been a snivelling wreck after one careless moment cost me my fledgling career and almost my sanity.

Goosebumps prickled across my skin. I checked my phone.

8 December 2017.

The irony of the date struck home. Twelve years ago today.

I pushed the thought aside.

No, not today, Katherine. Keep your head.

As the train accelerated towards the coast, my nerves ratcheted up in tandem with the sound of the tracks rattling underneath my feet. A computerised voice broke into my thoughts to inform me that the station we were approaching was my destination. I pulled on my coat, packed away the book I had not managed to concentrate on and took a deep breath.

I emerged from the station to see a dark car parked across the road, guarded by a man in a formal-looking suit. He looked over at me and approached.

‘Ms Baxter?’

‘Yes?’

‘My name is Henry. I’ll be driving you to Ms Matthew’s residence this afternoon. If you’d like to follow me.’

With a start, I realised it was the same driver who had driven me to Waterloo in my inebriation. In daylight, he seemed much less imposing than he had that night.

I blushed, mortified at the memory of what I must’ve looked like and pretended I didn’t recognise him. ‘Thank you.’

He took my bag from me and crossed the road.

The car was warm and smelled of expensive leather. I settled into the back seat as Henry stashed my bag in the boot.

‘It shouldn’t take longer than about ten minutes to get there, Ms Baxter.’

‘Thank you,’ I repeated.

My phone vibrated in my handbag. My heart still stopped every time a text came through, even though I hadn’t received a threatening one for weeks.

Good luck with your meeting. Paul x

He really was trying hard.

I watched the world scroll past the window. It was a beautiful part of the country, all narrow lanes with high hedgerows and green fields hidden behind wooden gates and dotted with sheep, with the occasional glimpse of the sea in the distance.

Underlying the seductive scent of the car, I could smell a faint saltiness to the air that brought to mind childhood trips to Blackpool with sickly-sweet sticks of rock, screeching seagulls chasing pasty crumbs, and salt and vinegar chips in paper cones. I felt my heart lurch as a memory intruded of my mother in a ridiculous sunhat and burnt shoulders, laughing as she paddled her translucent toes in the cold sea. It must’ve been a birthday treat because I recalled my dad being there and a cake with candles. For once, we had all seemed content. I must’ve been about six at the time and I remembered wearing a swimming costume covered in brightly coloured daisies, even though the water was frigid and the air was as tepid as only the north of the country in summer could be. My mother was laughing and gazing at my father’s face, momentarily lit up by the candles on a Victoria sponge before the breeze blew them out and we had to relight them all again.

This was a world away from the gaudy seaside towns I remembered visiting.

The car pulled up to imposing black iron gates. The driver pushed a button on a remote and the gates swung inwards slowly. I raised an eyebrow at the ostentatiousness of it. Viola clearly liked a bit of drama.

The long gravel driveway cut through a landscaped front garden leading to a beautiful stone house set on the edge of the cliff, with the sea laid out below. It was picture-perfect as expected.

The car stopped and Henry got out to open my door.

‘Thank you,’ I said as I stepped onto the gravel.

He nodded imperceptibly, then helped me with my bag. Placing it on the doorstep, he produced a front door key, opened it and stepped aside for me to enter. He followed me in and placed my bag just inside the doorway.

I heard footsteps approach and I turned to see Sam walking towards me, his arms outstretched.

‘Katherine, you poor thing. How’ve you been? You got my flowers, I hope?’

‘Sam,’ I hugged him lightly. ‘I did, thank you. Very thoughtful.’

‘Was the funeral just awful?’

‘I’ve had better days.’

‘Of course, of course.’

‘How are you? How’s the writing?’

‘Ah, that, well… There’s time to discuss all of that. Here, let me take your coat. Viola is around here somewhere.’

I looked around me, taking it all in. Much more comfortably decorated than the London apartment, this house seemed to ooze nautical charm. The room in front of me was a large, beautiful, open-plan living space decorated all in white with blue accents.

‘How very… nautical,’ I said as I handed him my coat.

‘Viola’s choice. Certainly not mine. What do you think?’ He indicated the wall-to-ceiling glass doors along the back of the room that looked directly out onto the sea above what appeared to be a sheer drop down to the beach. The two of them certainly loved their dramatic views.

‘It’s beautiful.’ It really was breath-taking.

‘Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get us some drinks. Tea? Something stronger? Or is it not lunchtime yet?’

‘Tea would be lovely, thank you.’

I threw my bag over my shoulder and wandered further into the room, taking in the tasteful art on the walls and the crystal vases of flowers, the rows of bookshelves packed tightly with bestsellers, and the long jigsaw table set to one side in front of the impressive view, a puzzle waiting patiently on it to be finished.

Dropping my bag by the ice blue velvet couch, I walked closer to the window and stared down towards the beach. A steep flight of stairs led from the side of the veranda to the sand and rocks below.

‘Katherine!’

Viola walked into the room carrying a tray holding cups and saucers, a Victoria sponge and a plate with a lemon on it, next to a disconcertingly large knife with an elaborately carved handle that was spectacularly overqualified to cut slices of lemon and cake.

‘Hi Viola. Wow, this is a beautiful house.’

‘Isn’t it? The perfect place for isolation.’

‘No Christmas decorations up yet though?’ I smiled politely.


‘We don’t really celebrate Christmas. That’s for families with children, after all.’ She glared at me as she said it and I felt uncomfortable in my skin suddenly.

To change the subject, I said, ‘Is that a private beach?’

‘Yes, it is. There is no one near here for miles – we spent a fortune on this land for that very reason. All very secluded, just how I like it.’

‘Anyone for tea?’ Sam offered, returning with a teapot. He made himself comfortable on the couch as Viola took the teapot from him and poured.

‘Sam, I assume you would like fresh lemon in yours?’

‘Always, my darling.’ Their voices were stiff, as though they were on the brink of a disagreement.

Viola took hold of the knife, the silver blade catching the light as it pierced the rind and sliced through the lemon. The sharp tang of citrus punctured the air.

Aware as I was of the elephant in the room, I said quietly, ‘I wanted to apologise to you both, actually. My behaviour the last time we were together was appalling. I don’t normally drink and I think it all just went to my head.’

‘Oh, nonsense, we’ve all been there, haven’t we, Vi?’

‘No harm done. I do hope your husband wasn’t too worried though. You were in quite a state.’

‘Well, we’re not exactly together any more.’

‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ Sam said with genuine concern. ‘You really have been through the mill lately.’

I smiled, touched at his sympathetic tone.

‘Well, perhaps we should be drinking champagne then?’ Viola said, less sensitively.

‘Viola! Some tact, please,’ Sam said shortly.

‘What?’ Her eyes gleamed. ‘He wasn’t very keen on your writing anyway, was he?’

‘I told you that?’

‘Yes, you said as much at dinner. I do wish I had stopped you taking those pills though when I had the chance.’

My head was jumbled and something about what she said wasn’t sitting right in my memory. ‘It’s funny, but I don’t remember taking them – or telling you that.’

‘It’s the sign of a good night when your memory can’t keep up with the amount of fun you had. I can’t remember that either, so I’m guilty too,’ Sam said, chuckling.

‘It’s all forgotten.’ Viola waved a hand dismissively, but she was acting erratically, her movements staccato, as if on fast forward. ‘Anyway, I’ve got some papers to show you, Katherine, so if you’ll excuse me a moment while I get what I need. Sam, cut us some cake, would you?’ She jumped to her feet and left the room. Sam simply shrugged.

My eyes were naturally drawn to the veranda with its stunning view. Sam was watching me closely. ‘Follow me,’ he said.

He flung open the glass doors and I felt the sting of the brittle sea air on my face as I followed him out onto the balcony. It stretched out a metre or two behind the house to a sheer drop down to the beach. I walked over to the glass barrier and peered down. It was stunning. All I could see ahead of me was the sea. I had a sense of being weightless, suspended in mid-air.

‘Wow.’

‘I know. This house is quite splendid, isn’t it?’ Sam replied wistfully.

The wind whipped my hair around my face and I hugged my arms in tight against the chill.

‘Makes you feel alive,’ I said, but Sam looked haunted.

‘Katherine, come and have a look at this,’ Viola called from behind me.

I returned to the lounge where Viola had a pile of what looked like newspaper articles in her hand.

I leaned over and picked up my dainty teacup, enjoying the warm bitterness in my mouth after the chill of the outside, but I was preoccupied by concern for Sam. The balcony doors were still open and he had remained outside, staring out to sea, lost in his own world. His earlier excitement at seeing me had been replaced by a veil of melancholy.

‘I gather his writing hasn’t gone well this week?’ I said to Viola.

‘He has a lot of things on his mind today.’

‘Please, give me a moment to talk to him, see if I can help.’ Viola was absorbed in the papers in her lap, so I walked back over to where Sam stood, stooped against the cold. ‘Sam, are you okay?’

He turned to look at me, a weak smile on his lopsided lips that looked more like a grimace. On an exhale, he said, ‘I don’t want to ruin your visit with my gloom, but today is an anniversary of sorts for Viola and me. But not a happy one.’

I put a hand on his arm. ‘I know all about difficult anniversaries. We’re friends, aren’t we? Do you want to talk about it?’

He stepped back into the room and went over to a small table on which stood a decanter of whisky. He poured himself a healthy measure and drained it in one, then poured another.

‘Anyone else?’ he said, waving the glass at us like an invitation.

‘That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it? Whenever things get tough, drown yourself in whiskey,’ Viola said spitefully. The animosity between them today was palpable and I felt uneasy.

‘Who needs clarity when fuzziness brings such sweet relief,’ Sam replied.

‘Maybe if you had clarity, you could write your own books for a change.’ She scowled at him.

‘Fuck you, Viola.’

‘Touch a nerve, did I?’

I looked from Sam to Viola, their eyes hard bullets of anger. Then what Viola was insinuating clicked and I said, ‘Wait, what do you mean? Sam does write his own books.’

She turned her sneer on me, saying, ‘Oh, sorry to burst your infatuated bubble, dear, but my darling husband has never finished a manuscript in his career.’

‘I… I don’t understand.’

Sam ran his hands through his hair and drained another whisky.

‘Perhaps it’s time for a brief history lesson. What do you think, Sam? Shall I tell her or do you want to?’

I listened to her hurl venomous darts at him, the tips dipped in years of bitterness.

Sam merely waved the crystal tumbler at her in acquiescence, his posture that of a man who couldn’t care less any longer.

Viola weighed down the papers on the table with the handle of the citrus-stained knife and got to her feet, her eyes blazing. ‘Sam and I met when we were both studying English at university. I was trying to make my literary mark outside of the influence of my father, and Sam had dreams of being one of the greats and escaping his working-class roots. He had worked hard to get to university, I’ll give him that. He was working as a waiter in a bar to pay his way and writing in his downtime.’

I was working as a waitress in a cocktail bar…

My defence mechanism to giggle inappropriately kicked in and I bit down on my lip to stop myself. I took a seat on the couch so that I was out of Viola’s firing line and so that she didn’t notice my reaction. I didn’t want to antagonise her any further.

‘We were in the same creative writing class and I can remember watching him from the back of the room as he read his work with such passion and vigour and a complete self-belief that he was good. At the time, he was okay, but his arrogance filtered into his work, making it difficult to like and relate to.’

I looked over at Sam, but he seemed unfazed at the criticism, as though he’d heard it all before.

To Sam, she said, ‘Pour me one of those, darling, and I think your pupil could do with one to take the edge off too.’

He poured two healthy tots and delivered them to us without a word. I left mine untouched.

Viola continued, ‘He paid little attention to me. I was the quiet, shy girl in the back, reluctant to read out loud or engage with anyone else. I realised soon enough that I didn’t necessarily have the courage to be a writer, to face the endless circle of rejection and criticism, but I found great pleasure in reading and I was perhaps more suited to being a publisher or agent, even though I loved the creative process of writing – and still do. Sam was the antithesis. He loved hearing his own voice sounding out the words he had written. You could see it gave him an egotistic thrill to be the centre of attention, the subject of adulation when he got it right.’ Viola stared at him, as though seeing him as he was then. ‘His eyes would sparkle and I couldn’t help but be captivated by him.’

She shrugged. ‘He certainly rubbed the men in our class up the wrong way with his arrogance, but the girls were charmed by his intense passion. He was never short of dates, were you, my love? But it was his intensity and self-belief that I found fascinating. I was in awe of him from afar for most of that year, until one day in a tutorial my tutor casually mentioned my father’s publication of his book on the Tudors, which was a surprise commercial hit that year, and Sam’s face lit up. I remember it so well. It was like a spotlight had been shone on me all of a sudden and I became someone he should know. To be honest, I could’ve been anyone with a connection to publishing and he would’ve reacted the same way. I didn’t recognise that at the time though. No one else mattered from that moment on. I became his pet project. By the end of that year, we were a couple, he was a firm friend of my father’s and I was Sam’s first reader on his manuscripts.’

She sipped at her malt whisky.

‘That’s not entirely true, Viola. It may be how you recall I noticed you, but it was your equalled passion that I fell in love with.’

‘Whatever,’ she replied dismissively. Drops of whisky spilled from her glass as she gesticulated with it, her eyes manic and shiny. ‘We were close to finishing our degrees. Sam would start a novel, get halfway through and decide it was rubbish, then start something new. I spent a lot of time inflating his ego, encouraging him to finish just one draft – it was exhausting and there were some fearsome arguments, I recall.’ She smiled nostalgically. ‘Anyway, then my parents were killed and suddenly everything changed.’

I jolted in my seat. ‘Oh! I had no idea.’

‘My father was very successful in his own right by that stage. He not only came from old money, but his books on the Tudors were critically acclaimed and his earlier works were being reissued in light of his success. They were travelling by car to the London Book Fair and they crashed into a lorry and were killed outright.’


‘How awful for you!’ I gawped at her.

She turned her feverish eyes on me. ‘Save your misplaced sympathy. It was a long time ago.’

I recoiled, bemused by the direction the afternoon had taken.

She drained the glass. ‘Suddenly, as their only child, I was heir to a large inheritance and I was alone, apart from Sam. He became my family. We made plans to set up a literary agency of my own, with him as my first client. It seemed the most sensible arrangement, suited us both really. Of course, it had to be a success. He had to be a success or we’d have been ruined before we’d even begun, no matter how many contacts and favours I called in on my father’s name.’

Sam watched Viola closely, his face difficult to read. I sipped at my own whisky, not particularly enjoying the burning warmth scorching my throat.

‘At this stage, Sam still hadn’t finished a full draft of one manuscript. I sent partials off to various publishing houses for him and most expressed interest, but they wouldn’t commit without a full manuscript, especially from an unknown agent and a debut author. It had to be brilliant. So he kept writing, cutting, changing, tossing it away. Meanwhile, my family’s money supported us. He insisted a bestseller was just around the corner, but with every failure came a drinking binge and a healthy dose of self-pity. He blamed the pressure to write and the urge to succeed for stifling his creativity and I believed him every time. Then after one particularly bad night where he got very abusive in his drunkenness and threatened to set fire to his latest work, I talked him down, put him to bed and read what he had done. It was Muses and Starlings. It was a good idea, so I worked on it myself for a few weeks without him knowing, shaped it into something great, if I do say so myself, then submitted it to publishers without his knowledge, trying to save him from more rejection, but it went to auction and the rest is history.’

‘Wait, you wrote Muses and Starlings?’

I looked over at Sam for confirmation. He stared back, shrugged nonchalantly.

‘We’ve worked that way ever since. He comes up with the idea, flirts with it for a while pretending he can finish it, then gives up and sends it to me. It works every time. Except this time around, he met you and suddenly he developed a conscience.’

I frowned at Sam, willing him to say something to alleviate the betrayal I felt. This man who I had looked up to as a great writer. But he drained another shot of whisky and merely said, ‘Busted,’ with a wry smile.

‘And no one else knows about this?’ I asked.

‘Why would they?’ Viola replied.

‘Well, Lydia found out.’ Sam looked pained. The name was familiar, but I couldn’t grasp why.

‘Ugh, that woman again. Can you just let her go?’

‘She believed in me and I wanted to be better for her. You’ve always liked the idea of having to save me, haven’t you, Vi? In fact, I think you go out of your way to find fault with my manuscripts because it gives you power and makes you important.’

Viola shot to her feet. ‘Because without me you are nothing! You thought you could just toss me aside for that woman, after everything I have done for you? Run off into the sunset on a whim? A mid-life crisis?’ Her face gurned into a mask of rage.

‘I loved her!’

I didn’t want to be witness to this, their naked marital anguish playing out in front of me. I wanted to run, get away from this house, from them. Suddenly all that mattered was getting home to my children, wrapping them in my arms, re-evaluating my own life and the choices I had made. Because the two people in front of me were a colour illustration of what happened when you lost perspective.

‘Look, I should go. This is none of my business.’ I got to my feet and went to fetch my bag from behind the couch, draining my whisky as I did.

‘You’re not going anywhere. We haven’t finished,’ Viola growled at me. A gust of wind blew through the open door and grabbed hold of the papers that had been anchored down by the knife. She caught some in her fist and shook them at me. ‘There’s still this to talk about.’

I frowned. ‘I don’t know if today is the right time to discuss contracts and things, do you? Maybe we should do it another time.’

‘Sit down,’ she commanded and I acquiesced out of shock and bewilderment at the malevolence in her voice. I dropped my bag, my other hand still clutching the empty whisky glass tightly.

Did she also think I was having an affair with Sam, just like Paul had? Was that what this was about? Some of the papers were still writhing and twisting in the breeze. My eye caught on one of the titles and I picked up the article as if in slow motion. My grip on the empty whisky glass failed and it spun from my hand onto the table, shattering instantly.

Sam came over, slurring, ‘Oh dear, no harm done,’ but my attention was riveted to the paper. I flicked my gaze over the other pages, spread out in front of me like junk mail.

‘What is this?’ My voice was emaciated.

I could sense Sam looking from me to Viola, now puzzled himself, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the silent accusations staring back at me in black and white.

Viola sat forward, pleased with herself. ‘Think of it as a sort of quiz, a “what happened on this day twelve years ago” sort of thing. Can you remember what happened on this day twelve years ago, Katherine?’

I knew very well.

‘Or is it Katie?’ Viola continued, her voice dripping spite. ‘Which do you prefer? You know, as soon as I saw you, I knew I had met you before. It was like one of those clichéd light-bulb moments. But, of course, I had to be sure. So I did some investigations, amateur Agatha Christie stuff, and would you know it? I was right.’

‘Viola, what are you talking about? What are these articles abo—’ Sam froze, one hand reaching out. He paled. ‘Viola, explain yourself.’

‘Well, actually, I think Katie should.’

‘I don’t understand,’ I said.

‘Oh, I think you do.’ Viola smiled gleefully and sat back on the couch, as though casually discussing the weather.

I got to my feet, bile creeping up the back of my throat. I could feel the shards of crystal crunching under my shoes. ‘Where did you get these?’

‘I told you, I did some digging – but some of these I’ve had for years.’

‘Why? This… this happened a long time ago. It surely can’t have an impact on my writing career?’

‘Well, only in so far as I’m not keen to represent the woman who murdered my daughter.’

The words hung between us like a guillotine.

‘You still don’t see the connection, do you?’ she continued. She got to her feet and pulled something from her pocket. The scrap of bright yellow velvet fell from her fingers.

‘Viola, you have our attention now, so how about explaining what the hell is going on?’ Sam demanded.

Viola was staring at me, but my eyes kept pulling back to the screaming headline partially obscured by the yellow material: Child Dies in Playground Tragedy.

Sam turned to me. ‘Katherine?’ He looked on the verge of tears. I was numb.

Viola continued. ‘You never met us when you worked at the school, did you? That was our fault. We had an au pair who took Imogen to and from school for us – and you weren’t there very long in the end. Of course, in those days, you were called Katie Hayes, not Katherine Baxter, which is why Sam didn’t put two and two together himself. You’ve also changed a lot since…’ she leaned across the table, then pulled out one report lying hidden beneath the others, ‘… since this was taken.’

The grainy newsprint photo was of a visibly younger Katherine being escorted through institutional gates, a chubbier version of me with shoulder-length blonde hair and eyes obscured by a thick fringe.

Sam picked up the photo and looked from it to me and back again. In any other situation, I would’ve laughed at the bemusement on his face.

His voice was low and pained when he said, ‘Explain this to me, Katherine. Explain it so that I can understand. What am I seeing here? This is you, isn’t it? Oh god, did you know who I was all along?’

I leaned towards him, my arms outstretched, but I stopped short of touching him as he recoiled. ‘No, I had no idea! It’s a cruel twist of fate.’

‘It is indeed,’ Viola said, smirking. ‘They say once a connection is made with someone, you are bound together forever.’

‘Stop it, Viola. Let her explain.’

How could I explain? How could I put into words what was possibly the most traumatic, life-changing day of my life and one that I had tried hard for over a decade not to think about but that skirted my consciousness constantly and intruded into my thoughts like a persistent cough, always there, tickling at me, teasing me, reminding me of its presence?
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8 December 2005

The sun was lukewarm on my skin, the sky a bright cornflower blue, and happy little voices tinkled like wind chimes in the breeze, as though Mother Nature didn’t want to give way to the grey veil of winter that threatened. I closed my eyes and tilted my chin to the sky, soaking up the puny rays, enjoying the melody of the children’s laughter and allowing it to lift my mood. It was cold enough that I had a scarf around my neck. I’d chosen something I thought the children would like: a coral-coloured chiffon dotted with mini Dalmatians.

The children ran and played around me and I kept an eye on them as best I could with so many hurtling around, all the while fighting the urge to go and sit in the corner and close my eyes to the light. I had a persistent headache and was hungover, so a cheeky rest wouldn’t go amiss. However, I had been tasked with supervising the playground during morning break while the teacher on duty, Celia, was escorting a sick child to the nurse’s office and I needed to keep my wits about me. There was a lot of playground to watch over and about fifty-nine children, all tearing around in excitement as the essence of Christmas hung in the air like tinsel and fairy lights.

I shouldn’t have had that bottle of wine last night, but the argument with Paul had pushed me and I had wanted to do something to annoy him in return.

Things hadn’t been good between us for some time. Initially he had come across as caring, supportive and protective as a boyfriend, but since we got married I had begun to feel suffocated. He wouldn’t let me go anywhere without checking up on me regularly, told me to change my clothes if he thought my outfit too way out and had started suggesting what I should and should not be eating. Sure, I wanted to lose a few pounds, but I felt like he was watching and judging me constantly, silently tutting at every piece of chocolate or prawn cocktail crisp that passed my lips.

And that’s exactly what he had done last night. I had had a challenging day at the nursery, with two children throwing up on me during nativity rehearsals, one nasty toilet incident that would haunt me forever and a parent reporting that her son had head lice again – and I could feel my own scalp tingling psychosomatically as a result. So I popped into the shop on my way home and bought a bottle of wine and a big slab of Dairy Milk to enjoy in a hot bath when I got home.

But Paul had had other ideas. He had come home from the gym ahead of me and used all of the hot water for his lengthy shower, then had pointed out exactly how many calories were in each square of chocolate I was shovelling in.

I had a go at him then, told him I wasn’t a child and I didn’t need him to parent me and he had sloped off to his study for the rest of the night, while I had stubbornly eaten all of the chocolate and drank the entire bottle of wine before collapsing in bed feeling sick.

This morning I had felt the throbbing in my head and the dry, sticky tongue before I even opened my eyes. But I didn’t want to admit to Paul over his healthy breakfast of crushed avocado on sourdough that my bowl of Crunchy Nut Cornflakes was turning my stomach.

I looked around at the exuberant faces rushing around me and smiled. I hadn’t expected to enjoy this job as much as I did. In my head, I had envisioned training to become a secondary school English teacher and immersing myself in Dickens and Shakespeare, but Paul had got me an interview for the teaching assistant job at the local primary school through someone he knew after insisting that being a secondary school teacher would be a really tough challenge. I had to admit though that there were times when it was a lot of fun being around these little bundles of energy. They were exhausting, and Biff and Chip were not the literary geniuses I had in mind, but I could see myself making a career out of this, maybe even training to be a full-time nursery teacher instead.

I felt something tugging on the sleeve of my coat and looked down into the bright eyes of Imogen Matthews. Quite an earnest child, she wasn’t prone to flinging herself around like so many of the other children. She was more likely to be found in the reading corner paging through a picture book or quietly acting out scenes from her favourite stories. Today she was gazing up at me, her bright yellow velvet pinafore dress emphasising the aquamarine of her sparkling eyes.

‘Miss Katie?’ she said, little above a whisper.

‘Yes, Imogen?’

‘I can fly.’

‘Can you? Well, that’s clever,’ I said absentmindedly.

‘I can fly like Tinkerbell.’ I noticed a copy of Peter Pan tucked under her arm.

‘Well, Tinkerbell has wings to help her fly.’

‘Yes, but I have fairy dust.’

‘You do, huh? Well, that’s amazing! In which case, yes, you can fly.’

She smiled sweetly at me and ran off towards the climbing frame that the children all loved, which was sculpted into the shape of a pirate ship just like the Jolly Roger.

I took another look around the playground, then checked my watch. Only five minutes left of break time and Celia would be back any minute. I eyed the wooden picnic table nestled invitingly in a pale beam of sun, then wandered over and sat down on the hard bench before laying my aching forehead on my arms.

A blissful minute passed before a scream pierced through my head. I jerked upright, my heart hammering. Another child started to scream and feet clattered in my direction as a stream of children ran towards me, crying.

‘Miss Katie! Miss Katie!’

From the bench, I couldn’t see around the corner to the pirate ship where they were pointing. I got to my feet, my legs moving through wet cement.

As I rounded the corner, the cause of the mayhem was laid out in front of me with painful clarity. Imogen Matthews was hanging upside down from the climbing net of the pirate ship like a bug caught in a spider’s web. Her neck was twisted at an unnatural angle and her lips had turned the bluish grey of a bruise, grotesque against the sunny yellow of her pinafore, as the rope constricted her throat. Peter Pan lay in the dirt beneath her, the pages bent, muddy footsteps blurring the words.

I was paralysed in the moment and couldn’t get my feet to move. I felt rather than heard Celia rush up behind me. She ran straight over to the pirate ship and started screaming at me over her shoulder to come and help her as she struggled to free Imogen.

I expelled my held breath and managed to propel my feet forward. Staff members were rushing to the scene, the caretaker and some of the teachers, all with wide, horrified eyes. As I neared, the headmistress of the school came up behind me.

‘Katie, take the children inside please. Everyone back to their classrooms!’ she called.


I looked over at the pirate ship just as Imogen was finally freed from her noose. Her wide blue eyes were open but unseeing. It felt like they were staring straight into my soul. Her face was pale with cheeks already waxy, the colour of funereal pillar candles, but it was those eyes that would stay with me forever.

Five minutes ago she had told me she could fly.

Oh god, she had tried to fly. I told her she could.

I started to shake and had to get away from those eyes staring silent accusations at me. I turned and vomited aggressively in the bushes, tears obscuring my vision. I became aware of little pairs of eyes around me, watching, weeping, scared.

‘Come, children, everyone with me. Let’s get back to our classrooms.’ I gathered them to me, like a twisted Pied Piper, but I could feel Imogen’s eyes burning into the nape of my neck as I led them away.
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I was being taken back there, where I didn’t want to go, a place I had avoided for so long. The image of her wide, staring, unseeing eyes still haunted me in the middle of the night and was tattooed on the back of my retinas even now.

‘I don’t remember much of what happened after that. I know she was pronounced dead at the scene. Some of the children said they saw her jump from the top of the pirate ship. The police thought she tripped and the rope had snagged on her foot and she’d got tangled up in it as she tried to free herself. But I was cleared of any involvement in what happened.’ My voice was barely above a whisper.

The words didn’t do justice to the numb horror I still felt, as though in that moment a piece of my soul had come loose and was rattling around inside me, a constant reminder of the damage that had been done in one careless minute.

‘That is what the inquest said. “Accidental death” apparently – asphyxiation.’ Viola spat the words out, poisonous on her tongue, her eyes slits of rage. ‘But it was your responsibility to watch her. You were on duty.’

‘I was, yes. And I’m sorry.’ I choked on the words, briny tears leaving tracks of warmth on my cold skin. ‘I told her she could fly.’

Sam was silent, his face pinched, still staring at the newspaper articles in front of me. I wanted to reach out to him, make him understand.

Viola towered over me. ‘No, you don’t get to do that. Throw out a quick apology with a few tears on your cheeks like you’ve been crushed by all of it and expect us to forgive you. We were crushed. We had our lives ripped out from under us, our family destroyed.’ She punched her fist to her chest. ‘We have spent the last twelve years trying to remember to breathe every day and reminding ourselves that there must be something for us to live for, trying to create something to live for. But not you. You had some time in a quiet hospital bed, got yourself a comforting little prescription for antidepressants and then snuggled down with your lovely little family.’ Her voice cut into me a hundred times over, every word delivered with a shard of glass. She grabbed my arm and pulled me to my feet. ‘Well, that’s not good enough for me. I need you to feel even just a tiny bit of the pain I have.’

‘What do you want me to say? That I suffered too? That it ruined me too? I can never feel the pain you have had to experience, but I didn’t get off lightly. It wasn’t a nice little stay in a hospital as you think. There was a time when I thought I wouldn’t come back out – and there were plenty of days when I didn’t want to. What I didn’t know at the time of Imogen’s accident was that I was pregnant. I spent my first pregnancy in an institution trying to convince myself I could actually be a mother and that I was worthy of being one. But eventually I had to admit to myself that, yes, I was responsible for her that day and I did take my eye off her, but that it wasn’t my fault. It was a freak, tragic, sickening accident. And I have paid for it every day since then – and I’m still paying up here.’ I tapped my index finger hard against my temple, feeling the nail stab into the thin layer of skin. The tears dripped from my chin and snot pooled beneath my nostrils, but I didn’t care.

‘Oh, but I want you to understand what it’s like to lose your family, to feel it ripped from your clawing fingers. You, with your sensible husband and your beautiful children demanding your attention. I have a plaque on a wall, a box of ashes, and a bedroom like a shrine in the hope of keeping my memories alive when she isn’t.’

‘Stop it, Viola, that’s enough.’ Sam looked old, as though the last ten minutes had sucked decades from him. He paced, his hands turning over in themselves, his brow furrowed.

‘Sam…’ I didn’t know what to say to him. He looked at me then, the anguish plain in his eyes. ‘It wasn’t my fault, you have to believe me. Even if I had been watching, I wouldn’t have got to her in time to stop her jumping. There were so many children, so much going on… I …’

He nodded, almost imperceptibly. ‘I lived every detail of that inquest, trust me, and I have never blamed the teachers on duty or the school or even the playground equipment. We don’t know that she jumped. She could’ve tripped. Either way, it was an accident.’ He turned to Viola now. ‘And I accept my own culpability in this. Why do you think she spent so much time with her head in books, Viola? Because she was lonely – and that was our fault. I spent so much time locked away writing; you spent all your time focusing on the business and me. She knew the au pair better than she knew us. That is what I regret. So, no, none of this is down to Katherine. If anyone is to blame, it’s us.’

‘How dare you,’ Viola spat back. ‘I worked so hard because I was trying to keep us from sinking under the weight of your self-doubt. All that “Oh, I can’t do it, the words aren’t coming”, and all that self-indulgent crap you used to sprout endlessly – and still do. You were the writer, but it was always me that had to save you. So, don’t blame me for not being around more for Imogen, for not being able to save her.’

He turned away from both of us.

‘What do you want me to say, Viola? To do? Nothing will bring Imogen back, you know that,’ I said in a low voice. The unreality of the situation was starting to register, the twisted way fate had worked to bring us face to face after all these years.

‘I’ve watched you with your children and your family. It’s not the perfect family, is it?’

‘What do you mean, you’ve watched me?’

‘It’s so easy these days to spy on someone. That laptop we gave you? It has a camera and software installed so that I could see you, watch you as you anguished over your pathetic manuscript, watch you explain to your husband about your little hobby and how you couldn’t find your antidepressants. Yes, that was me too. I wanted to toy with you, cause you just a fraction of the anguish you have caused me, maybe push you back into that institution where you belong.’

‘You what?’ Sam said. He slammed down his whisky glass, making the decanter rattle against the table. ‘What the hell is the matter with you?’

‘You took my pills that day, the day you were in my house. Did you drug me that night too? When I came to sign the contract?’

‘Annoyingly, I don’t think I gave you enough. Still, it’s been fun tormenting you. Now perhaps you can have a small inkling of the torment I have lived with.’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. How had I been so trusting, so stupid?

‘Did you ever intend to represent me?’ I asked.

Viola sighed. ‘Your novel is shit, Katherine. It would never get published in a million years.’

I felt my soul crumble.

‘Viola, when did you get to be so cruel?’ Sam said. ‘I don’t even recognise you any more.’ He walked over to me. ‘Katherine, don’t listen to her. She’s just trying to hurt you. She’s done this to me for years, wearing me down bit by bit until there’s a mere husk left, until I don’t know where I end and she begins.’ He turned back to her. ‘That’s why I was leaving you for Lydia. Because I’d come to hate you – but the truth is that you can’t function without me. That’s what you can’t handle. You are nothing without me.’

‘That may be true, but I don’t ever intend to find out.’

I wasn’t listening to them any more as they hissed and spat at each other. I was thinking about the day Viola had walked away from school with my daughter, now wondering what her true intentions had been, how far she would’ve gone if I hadn’t turned up when I did. The thought made me feel physically sick and instantly enraged. I had let this woman into my home and she had thought I was so weak and misguided that she could pluck and pull me in whatever direction she wanted. It was one thing to toy with me, but to use my children as a weapon against me was reprehensible.

Then I thought about the abortion and the years of guilt I had wrestled with over my decision not to keep the baby, how I’d convinced myself at the time that Imogen’s accident was payback in some way. I thought about my mother, my father, Paul – all of it rushing through my mind as if on a ticker tape, their disappointment at what I had become, the choices I had made, the fact that I had never truly forgiven myself for either the abortion or Imogen and had been self-flagellating all this time without realising it. And then I thought about Lily and Jack embodying everything I had done right and I felt a tumour of rage expand and grow inside of me until I could taste the green pus of it in my mouth.

‘No wonder Imogen took refuge in books. So would I if I had you as a mother. I would want to get as far away from you as possible,’ I said, my voice low. ‘What I find hard to believe is how such a perfect, sweet, placid child could come from a poisonous witch of a woman like you.’

Viola paled. I saw her eyes flick to the knife, still lying on the table, lemon juice pooling on the blade. She lunged at it with a growl and reared at me like a feral bear. Suddenly I felt cold and vacuous, as if all the air had been pushed out of me.
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I’m struck by how cold it is.

Not in a ‘hello Winter, it’s been a while’ kind of way that can be fixed by putting on a jumper. More like a freezing draught blowing through my bones and wrapping around my insides like a vapour. I expect to see my breath exhaling in puffs from my lips, but there is nothing there.

From the edge of the room, I am an enthusiastic spectator to the drama – or farce – that is playing out in front of me.

Sam is standing, ramrod straight, his hands clenched in tight fists. He isn’t making a sound, but his body is shivering and his face is a white mask, the lips forming a small ‘o’.

Viola is standing over me, her face gurning. She has blood on her hands and she is shouting at me, spittle flying from her curled lips, but I can’t make out the words over the whooshing in my ears.

I look down and see what the fuss is all about. I have fallen back onto the couch, but I’m sitting upright, my arms slumped at my side, as though waiting patiently for someone to offer me a piece of the Victoria sponge. The hilt of the knife is protruding from my stomach, a russet red stain spreading across the beige of my pullover. A flap of material is bulging over the knife, grotesque in its similarity to flesh.

I look back at Viola, my mouth now mirroring Sam’s in shock.

How the hell did we get here when half an hour ago Sam had suggested putting the kettle on and getting the good teacups out?

*

Sam lurched into action, screaming at Viola, ‘What have you done? What have you done?’ He grabbed her by the arm and flung her away from where she towered over me. He grabbed a handful of the newspaper cuttings, the closest things to hand, but he didn’t seem sure what to do with them. He covered the wound with them, patting at the blood, his movements pathetic and ludicrous. ‘I can forgive you a lot, Viola, but not this.’

He threw the bloodied paper at her as she backed away, the pages floating to the floor like scarlet confetti, then came to kneel in front of me, pressing his bare hands uselessly around the knife.

He was rambling. ‘She was our daughter and she died in a terrible accident, but you have tarnished her memory forever with your hatred and bitterness. And this? This?’ He stepped back from me, blood staining his splayed fingers. ‘I can’t bear to look at you.’ But then he did. ‘Lydia was right about you, wasn’t she? She said that I should be careful, that you were manipulating me, but I gave you the benefit of the doubt. I wanted us to remain amicable, I felt I owed you that after we had shared so much pain. But she was right. You want to control everything around you and what pains you the most about losing Imogen is that you had no control over it.’ He was shoving and prodding her, his face up in hers, his spittle falling on her cheeks now and his hands leaving bloody imprints on her chest.

I watched them with fascination as the numbness spread through my body. I could see my bag on the couch next to me. My phone would be in there. I needed to call someone, but I couldn’t will myself to move.

Viola backed away from Sam. ‘Lydia, always Lydia, your darling publisher. I never understood your attraction to her, what you saw in her. She was pretty, sure, but she didn’t look so pretty when she was lying mangled on the side of the pavement. Someone should’ve told her to wear a helmet.’

Sam stopped abruptly, letting his hands fall to his sides. ‘What did you say?’

‘I had to sort that mess out, like I’ve had to sort out all your messes. She was going to expose us, make us look like frauds. It would’ve ruined my business, your career, our reputations, everything. But you were too smitten to see what the consequences would be. It is such a shame that car door opened when it did.’

‘It was you.’

The animal howl that came from him then was guttural and raw. I watched, detached, as he shoved her hard once more. She fell backwards out of the open door and onto the balcony, her feet catching on the door frame. She was flung off balance and stumbled, her arms pinwheeling and her feet pulling her back until she collided with the glass barrier. In one balletic move, she reached out an arm and grabbed onto Sam, her face frozen in shock, and they both disappeared over the barrier onto the beach below.
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I woke up this morning with a sense before I’d even opened my eyes that everything was different. I lay for a moment enjoying the quiet before slowly opening my eyes and feeling the warmth of a smile on my lips.

Weak sunlight peaked from behind the curtains, but it was still early. I swung myself out of bed and pushed my feet into my slippers. I ran my fingers through my short, pixie-cut hair and began to straighten the duvet and plump the pillows. Only one side needed making. I didn’t seem to move much through the night any more; sleep came easier these days.

I tiptoed past the two closed doors on the landing and down into the kitchen to put the kettle on and fling open the curtains onto the garden. Bo still lay snoring in his bed in the corner. I loved my first cup of tea in the morning when the house was still quiet, before Jack and Lily made their presence felt and the usual chaos began, when it was still just me, the birds in my tiny jungle of a garden and the promise of a new day.

A vase of flowers overpowered the middle of the small dining table in the middle of the room, the scent of the white lilies and roses heady and intoxicating. I read the card again.

Congratulations on the hardback publication day for ‘Cold’. We are behind you 100% and wish you every success. Love the team at Grayson Greene.

The day was finally here. All that work, pain, emotion – it had all come down to this. A copy of my first hardback book sat on the table next to the flowers and I felt tears prick my eyes as I held it reverently, stroking the cover and caressing the pages.

I turned to the dedication on the first page and felt the tears spill over.

For Sam, because he believed in me.

He would’ve loved this. As I flicked through the pages, moments of the story jumped out like the contents of a child’s cartoon flipbook, a brief but painful history that had brought me here to publication day. The irony that it was the story of Sam, Viola and myself that had morphed into the manuscript that secured me a multi-book publishing deal made the moment so much sweeter.

The last page of the story was dedicated to a newspaper article that had run in The Guardian eighteen months ago.

AUTHOR SAM MORTON AND HIS WIFE NAMED IN MURDER SUICIDE

Bestselling author Samuel Morton and his wife, literary agent Viola Matthews, have been named by police as the victims in yesterday’s apparent murder suicide in the Dorset town of Poole. A third victim, named as Katherine Hayes, is still critically ill in hospital.

An altercation took place at Morton’s beach property yesterday, but details of what happened have not been released by the police as yet. However, a source claims that Matthews stabbed Hayes in a fit of rage upon discovering that she was having an affair with Morton. Matthews and Morton then fell to their death from the balcony above the beach.

Hayes was found by the couple’s driver with a stab wound to the abdomen and was rushed to a local hospital.

Forty-year-old Katherine Hayes is an aspiring novelist from Hampton Hill in south-west London and a former student of Morton. It is thought he had been mentoring her as she wrote her debut novel.

Morton was famed for his crime novels, including his arguably most successful novel Muses and Starlings.

As I read the words again, I was back there, in the house, watching their faces as they plunged from the balcony, ice inching up my body and blood seeping into the expensive couch beneath me.

The anger I had felt towards Viola that day had now been replaced with pity. I had had a glimpse of what that indescribable rage had felt like when I had thought about Viola taking Lily. She thought she had lost her daughter because of me and was facing the prospect of me taking her husband too, the only person she had left and who she couldn’t imagine living without. Part of me understood that now.

Footsteps on the stairs pulled me back to the present and I swiped at the tears. Today was not a day for sadness.

Jack and Lily burst into the room, their faces creased with sleep and their hair tangled in knots.

‘Hey, guys, sleep nicely?’

They both wrapped their arms around me. ‘Happy publication day, Mum. We’re really proud of you.’

The tears came again then.

We were still wrapped in our embrace when a soft knock on the front door forced us apart.

‘That’ll be your dad.’

I stepped out of their arms and pulled my gown tighter. The cottage was relatively small, but self-contained and all that Jack, Lily and I needed. It took only a handful of steps to cover the open plan room and reach the front door. Bo got there before I did.

I opened it to find Paul on the front step, a bottle of champagne in one hand.

‘Hey,’ I said with a smile.

He waved the bottle at me. ‘Congratulations!’

I stepped aside for him. ‘Hey, guys, not dressed yet?’ he said to Jack and Lily. ‘We have to get going. Pam has breakfast on the go and I thought we could head out on the bikes afterwards, give your mum some peace today so that she can finish her next bestseller.’

‘It’s not a bestseller yet and I haven’t even checked the reviews for Cold.’

‘Well, I checked Amazon this morning and it’s climbed nicely overnight, so I don’t think you have anything to worry about.’ He turned back to the kids. ‘So go on, get ready.’

They charged back up the stairs while I sipped on my tea, feeling my heart ache with love as I watched them go.

‘I am really proud of you, you know,’ Paul said then, putting the champagne on the table. ‘I know these past eighteen months have been hard and –’ I held up a hand to stop him, but he shook his head and continued – ‘but I am proud and I wish I had supported you back then. I regret it and I’m so pleased we’re in the place we are now. And I’m glad you finally got to tell your side of the story to all of them out there.’

‘Me too. And I’m pleased things are going well with Pam. She’s nice and the kids really like her.’

Awkwardness threatened, but we were saved by my phone buzzing insistently. I looked at the screen and saw the notifications add up as people wished me luck and congratulations over social media.

‘Right, well, I better get these two off. I’ll have them back by 7 p.m. and don’t drink all of that champagne in one go.’ But he was smiling as he said it, his eyes sparkling. ‘Got any plans?’

‘Lunch with Hels, a quiet celebration.’

‘Well, enjoy. You deserve it.’

Quietness descended again as Paul, Jack and Lily left. I closed the door on them, then leant against it, taking in the cosy room in front of me, full of bright colours, fragrant flowers and rows upon rows of bookshelves.

My space. My home. Finally, my life, the way I wanted to live it.

 

 

 


 


We hope you enjoyed this book.

Dawn Goodwin’s next book is coming in summer 2019

Can’t wait for the next one? Pre-order it now!

More addictive fiction from Aria:



	
[image: img3]
Find out more


	
[image: img4]
Find out more


	
[image: img5]
Find out more








Acknowledgements



About Dawn Goodwin



Also by Dawn Goodwin



Become an Aria Addict



Sign up to our newsletter







Acknowledgments

First of all, I’d like to thank my readers, whether new or returning. Those of you who read my debut, The Accident, and enjoyed it enough to see what else I had lurking in my imagination – and those who thought The Pupil looked intriguing enough to give my stories a go. I hope this surpasses your expectations and thank you for your support, kind words and enthusiasm. I hope ours is a long friendship, readers.

Secondly, to my brilliant team at Aria, particularly Caroline, Mel, Nikky and Jade, for constantly championing my work and pushing me to explore the darkest depths of my thoughts in order to make the words on the page the best they can be. Also, huge appreciation goes to my agent, the utterly fabulous and always supportive Jo Bell and her team at Bell Lomax Moreton. Jo has spurred me on more than she realises with her ‘you’ve got this’ emails.

Thirdly, my friends have been my anchors of sanity possibly more on this second book than the first, since the wheels have threatened to come off more frequently this time around. You know who you are, ladies – thank you.

To my girls, who are my loudest cheerleaders and happy to tell anyone who will listen that their mum is a writer. Their unquestioning belief in me makes me want to be the best I can be and I couldn’t be prouder of them. I love you, Paige and Erin.

To Geoffrey, my furry confidante and the best dog companion ever, who is a patient listener and never tells me my ideas are daft, even if he’s thinking it. Dog walks with him at my heels have helped to unravel many a plot knot and long may our rambles continue.

And finally, my love and thanks go to Ted, my willing first reader, for all the small, medium and large things he does every day so that I can lock myself away and write stories. Thank you, thank you, thank you.




About Dawn Goodwin


[image: img2]


DAWN GOODWIN's career has spanned PR, advertising and publishing. Now, she loves to write about the personalities hiding behind the masks, whether beautiful or ugly.Married, she lives in London with her two daughters and a British bulldog called Geoffrey.


Find me on Twitter



Visit my website





Also by Dawn Goodwin



	
[image: img6]
Find out more


	
[image: img1]
Find out more







Visit Aria now





Become an Aria Addict

Aria is the new digital-first fiction imprint from Head of Zeus.

It’s Aria’s ambition to discover and publish tomorrow’s superstars, targeting fiction addicts and readers keen to discover new and exciting authors.

Aria will publish a variety of genres under the commercial fiction umbrella such as women’s fiction, crime, thrillers, historical fiction, saga and erotica.

So, whether you’re a budding writer looking for a publisher or an avid reader looking for something to escape with – Aria will have something for you.

Get in touch: aria@headofzeus.com


Become an Aria Addict



Find us on Twitter



Find us on Facebook



Find us on BookGrail



 


Addictive Fiction




First published in the United Kingdom in 2018 by Aria, an imprint of Head of Zeus Ltd

Copyright © Dawn Goodwin, 2018

The moral right of Dawn Goodwin to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

9 7 5 3 1 2 4 6 8

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

ISBN (E) 9781786699640

Aria

an imprint of Head of Zeus

First Floor East

5–8 Hardwick Street

London EC1R 4RG


Visit Aria now



Visit Head of Zeus now



OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Some lessons are deadly...

Pupil

A heart-stopping
psychological thriller

DAWN GOODWIN





OEBPS/Images/img3.jpg
JESSICA JARLVI





OEBPS/_page_map_.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/Images/img4.jpg
How far will she go
_to protect her

children?,

KAREN OSMAN





OEBPS/Images/img5.jpg
r Her‘

GREATEST
{MiSTO ke/

SARAH SIMPSON





OEBPS/Images/img6.jpg
ACCldént

DAWN GOODWIN






OEBPS/Images/twitter.png





OEBPS/Images/facebook.png





OEBPS/Images/hoz.png





OEBPS/Images/instagram.png





OEBPS/Images/img1.jpg
Some lessons are deadly...

Pupil

A heart-stopping
psychological thriller

DAWN GOODWIN





OEBPS/Images/hoz-logo.png





OEBPS/Images/img2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/aria-logo-black.png





OEBPS/Images/bookgrail.png





OEBPS/Images/aria-logo-white.png





