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Prologue

Sean’s unhappy ‘ummph’ as he bounced down the last four stairs convinced me the pulley system was not going to work. Even with gravity on our side, getting him down had been a difficult job. Getting him back up was going to be a Herculean feat.

I followed him to the bottom of the stairs and looked up towards the bathroom. The distance seemed vast. Still, Sean wasn’t in any state to use the bathroom, and my mind strayed grimly to thoughts of adult nappies.

The dangers of keeping him downstairs were myriad. Picture the scene if a social caller dropped by, expecting tea and a natter, only to find this young man – strong and healthy just yesterday – prostrate on my lounge floor. Imagine the mayhem that would ensue. If I was going to keep him downstairs, I would have to be very careful indeed.

‘Ugg, gllg, glllg,’ Sean gurgled, and I looked down to find him choking on his own saliva.

I heaved him to a sitting position and kicked his leg into place. Poor Sean would be covered in bruises at this rate! I straightened up, stretching my back, and he began to slide sideways. I caught him by the shoulder and balanced him against the banister.

‘Cup of tea?’ I asked, and he gurgled. ‘Come along then!’

I hitched myself between his ankles, like a horse between the shafts of a cart, and started moving forwards. As Sean’s upper body slid to the floor, I realised it wasn’t going to be as easy as that. After a few jerky steps, I turned around and started pulling backwards. But that was worse; I turned again and walked forwards.

‘We’ll get you into the dining room and take tea at the table,’ I said, to rally his spirits. Although Sean’s days of sitting up at a table were almost certainly behind him. ‘Maybe we could have cake? I’ve got some left over from your wedding. I froze my piece. You’re meant to freeze some and keep it for the christening. Did you know that? Did you do that?’ At my age, the chances of having a baby to christen were roundabout zero, but I like to stick to traditions. Though traditions were out of the window now. ‘No time like the present,’ I said. ‘I can defrost it.’

Or maybe I wouldn’t defrost it. Sean’s cake-eating days were also a thing of the past. He would almost certainly choke on the crumbs, coughing his way into the next life, as the tiny morsels tickled their way down his throat.

The kitchen door was open and through it, as I dragged Sean down the hall, I could see the blender sitting on the worktop. It would be seeing a lot of business in the weeks ahead: I may be in the market for a sturdier model. Along with the nappies, this was shaping up to be an expensive enterprise.

Perhaps Sean could eat baby food, although I’d need to buy it in vast quantities. People would think I’d opened an orphanage.

‘Aaarggh!’ he said. As I rounded the corner into the dining room, something snagged. I looked up from my toils and – goodness me! – what had happened to his arm? Something was pulling it above his head, back towards the hall. On investigation, I found it was still entangled in the pulley, tethering him to the stairs.

I unravelled him, crouching down to untwist his sleeve and giving myself time to catch my breath. I gazed at Sean’s woebegone expression, ran my fingers through his hair and sighed.

‘Be careful what you wish for, eh, Sean?’ I said.







CHAPTER ONE

2009

On the Thursday before She came, I took two pieces of fish out of the freezer before remembering: Sean went straight from work to football on Thursdays. I popped one piece back in, then, jacket on, bag over shoulder, I took a quick look round . . . nearly forgot . . .

The picture needed turning. My own invention, a reversible picture. On one side was a scenic landscape, copied from a postcard; on the other a rather racy image I had conjured up of Sean and I in the throes of passion. I don’t tend to leave that one on display – just in case of unexpected visitors.

I glanced outside into the garden where the guinea pigs were buried in their hutch, checking they were out of sight, out of mind: away from the prying eyes of nosy neighbours.

Then a final squiz to make sure everything was shipshape, a peaceful and harmonious haven to come back to in the evening.

When all was well, I headed out to the office.

On the train I gazed out of the window at the mountains around our town and thought how lovely it would be to walk up them one weekend. I imagined Sean and I cresting the top and standing hand in hand, slightly breathless, looking down at the track winding along to Cardiff. Not a care, none of the worries of the day-to-day. But if we tried, we would probably find ourselves lost. We are city people, after all.

The office was a ten-minute walk from the train station. On that early autumn day, with the sun high in the sky, birds singing and people out in their summer clothes for perhaps the last time that year, the walk was a pleasure.

I passed the security guard at reception and showed him my ID, even though he saw me every day. He grunted and continued his conversation with the receptionist. I caught the lift and headed up to the seventh floor.

I turned right from the lift. I skipped around the bend, through another door then – breath held – there he was.

The office was open plan, with desks on either side of an aisle. The desks were in groups – ‘pods’, they called them – and each pod contained four people, who sat, backs to each other, looking out at the rest of the office.

The décor was muted: the walls a purplish grey, the carpet dark grey, medium grey chairs, the desks were some kind of cheap wood, often with snags which caught your clothes, and stainless steel cabinets stood against the walls. The only colour was added by the odd staff member who opted for a bright top, instead of the standard white shirts and blouses.

The atmosphere on the other hand, was upbeat with the hectic sound of people on a mission: heated conversations as we discussed the day’s work. From time to time members of our own team nipped across the aisle to confer with their counterparts in the neighbouring department. It really was a busy hive.

Sean was frowning slightly as he peered at his PC monitor. Probably another tricky case.

‘Morning, Sean!’ I trilled as I approached him.

‘Eh?’ he was deep in concentration. He looked around for where the voice was coming from and saw me. ‘Morning, Julie,’ he said.

‘Good night, last night?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, not bad. So-so. You know. Wednesday night.’

‘Yeah, yeah, Wednesday night. Football tonight, is it?’ I said.

‘I’m not going. It’s the Pink concert tonight.’

My heart nearly stopped beating in my chest. I’d thought that was next week! I’d only taken out one piece of fish!

‘Didn’t think that’d be your kind of thing,’ said one of The Lads, Dave, giving me time to recover myself.

‘Hey-ho, it’s give and take, isn’t it,’ Sean replied. ‘My sister’s friend dropped out. Pink and Drink, I’m calling it.’

‘What will you do for your tea?’ I asked, still a little panicky.

‘I don’t know. Probably get a burger or something, if there’s time,’ he said. ‘Why?’

‘I just thought you perhaps wouldn’t want to be drinking on an empty stomach.’

‘I’ve survived it before. I wouldn’t lose too much sleep over it, if I were you,’ he said.

‘No, no. I won’t be losing any sleep!’

‘Catch you later, then,’ he said. ‘I’m up to my neck in this.’

‘Catch you later,’ I said.

I went to my desk, turned my computer on and watched as, a minute later, Sean followed another of The Lads, Mike, to the drinks machine. They stood by it, talking and laughing about something, Sean throwing his head back in that carefree way of his.

Sean wasn’t good-looking in the Hollywood sense of the word. He wasn’t particularly tall, he was slightly chubby, his eyes were a bit close together and now, in his mid-twenties, his hair was already starting to thin.

Yet he had a way of drawing everyone to him, a magnetism that pulled people in and held them there.

‘He hangs on your every word when you’re talking to him,’ Jayne from the post room once said. ‘You feel like you’re the most important person in the world.’

The day rumbled on. Cheerful, bouncy Ffion, our representative from HR, came down to announce that new health and safety training was being rolled out across the company. She handed out leaflets and advised us to acquaint ourselves with the differences between trips and slips because we would be tested. I hate to fail a test, so I spent what was left of the morning making sure I was in no doubt.

Thursday morning became Thursday afternoon. And, as sure as night follows day, Thursday afternoon became Thursday evening.

Having seen Pink, Sean came into work on Friday looking a bit green. He merely grunted when I said good morning.

By mid-morning, he was talking about going home. Marcus, our manager, said he’d have to take it as a half-day holiday; he couldn’t be put down as sick when we all knew he had a hangover. Marcus could be such a killjoy.

I saved the day though, when I said I was going over the road for coffee and offered to get him an espresso. He nodded his gratitude and reached into his pocket for change, but I said it was my treat.

‘Thanks, Jools,’ he said. ‘I owe you one.’

Only he calls me Jools. I would only allow it from him. A few minutes later I stood by his desk – watching as he stirred so much sugar into his drink, Tate & Lyle’s share price must’ve hit an all-time high – anticipating a few shared moments together. And sure enough:

‘What’s the plan of attack for the weekend then, Jools?’ he asked.

I giggled: he had quite the turn of phrase. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘I’m in tonight. Might do some painting in the garden since the light’s so vivid at the moment. After that, who knows? The evening’s my own. I’m not going anywhere. I have a leg of lamb to roast, with veg and roast potatoes. I have wine in, a really nice Australian red.’

I’d once heard him describing a wine tasting session and how much he had enjoyed an Australian red.

‘I won’t be opening it before nine,’ I said. ‘I’ll probably have a bath first, light some candles, put a film on. I’ll be in all evening. Just a laid-back evening. Just me and . . . whoever.’

He nodded, his eyes slightly unfocused. ‘Well, have a good one, then,’ he said.

That evening, I followed the routine, exactly as described, but I didn’t hear anything from Sean. He probably went home and straight to sleep. I wouldn’t blame him. In fact, maybe it was my mention of wine that put him off, in his delicate state.

I started watching Jonathan Ross but it was a bit dull. I picked up my phone: no one had called or sent me a text. I skimmed the news headlines: nothing had happened. I checked my emails: no one had emailed me.

 

On waking that Saturday, I shook off the disappointment of the previous evening. Sean would have had his reasons. Meanwhile, the world was my oyster, having recently subscribed myself to Sky television.

I had already recorded a few romantic comedies, and I set a few more to tape. In the spirit of harmonious living, I added a few action films for you-know-who. Then, having the house to myself, I sat down to watch Little Miss Sunshine.

Halfway through I paused it, fancying a glass of wine.

I don’t really know how the film finished. I watched a couple more, but they were unremarkable. When the last of them was over, I turned my attention to cooking.

And that saw me through the rest of the afternoon: chopping, frying, blanching, beating. Pouring, tipping, sipping, swallowing . . . chatting away about this, that and whatever. At six on the dot the meal was on the table; I had evolved into the domestic goddess my late sister, Angela, was always expected to become.

The seating arrangements looked out over my garden.

‘The roses really were a success this year,’ I remarked, thinking as I said so that, success aside, it really was time I cleared away their dead heads. ‘Dessert? I shouldn’t really, but we all deserve a treat at the end of the working week.’

I cleared away the plates. I was still slightly peckish, so in the kitchen, out of sight of the dining area, I polished off what was left of Sean’s portion, which was pretty much all of it. Except for the mushrooms I’d already pinched from his plate at the table.

I returned with two sundaes I had put together and gobbled mine down. By the time I’d finished, Sean’s had pretty much melted, so I tipped it away, just picking out the Flake pieces for myself. I poured the remains of his wine into my own glass: I had my drinking head on by then and felt I could drink until dawn.

The meal over and the washing-up done, it was time to wind down in the lounge, and Sean had assured me that Pirates of the Caribbean was very good.

It was alright, the plot was a little hard to follow. Eventually the wine took possession of me, and I drifted off to sleep where I sat. I woke at four in the morning with my mouth hanging open and a crick in my neck – the joys of the weekend – and stumbled off to bed.






CHAPTER TWO

2009

Well, Monday was a new week and as always on a Monday we were insanely busy in the office, catching up with whatever has piled in by phone, email or post. Sean and I hardly had a moment to speak to each other.

By rights, no one should have a moment. We are meant to be a team and that means all hands to the pump on a Monday morning. But that didn’t stop several of the others sauntering round the office as if they were on holiday.

Gareth, my sidekick and desk-mate, and I sat together, the other two desks in our pod empty. I wouldn’t have known Gareth was in at all that morning were it not for the pile of personal items – phone, keys, wallet, headache tablets – he always poured out of his pockets and onto his desk on arrival each day. I looked around and spotted him talking to someone in our neighbouring department – Gareth always seemed to know everyone – waving his hands in the air and doing what looked like a belly dance, to the hilarity of all. It was not yet nine o’clock, but already, his shirt was creased and his hair looked as if it hadn’t seen a hairbrush for weeks.

Gareth, it seemed, had had a particularly racy weekend involving an inflatable flamingo and a male model from Basildon. How the other half live. I’d thought I’d seen some sights on my streaming service, but Gareth made Hollywood sound tame by comparison.

Eventually the room settled down, Gareth found his way back to his own desk and wrestled himself into his seat.

‘Does my bum look big in this?’ he asked, as the chair seemed to close in around him. He had put on some weight in the time he had worked with us, although he was big by nature. He could probably have been a rugby player, if he’d had any co-ordination, speed, strength, aggression or aptitude for sport whatsoever. A big, dishevelled rugby player, in bright clothes that always tested the limits of the office dress code.

When he was sat down, you could see that his eyes were very pale blue, his nose rather long and his skin always very smooth, hardly troubled by stubble. But the main thing you noticed about Gareth was that he was always smiling. Even in the middle of a last-minute batch of scanning that was going to make him late, he was always smile, smile, smile.

Once settled at his desk, Gareth and I were nose-to-grindstone catching up for the rest of the day. I left the office somewhat dazed at having exchanged not a word with Sean.

Consequently, I wasn’t my cheery self when I returned to the house. But it was only Monday, and I resolved to have a pleasant evening. Tomorrow would be another day.

The weather was still fine that evening, more like summer than mid-September, so I took my easel and paints out into the garden for an hour before dusk to make the most of the remaining September sunshine.

I set myself up facing towards the back of my small garden, in close proximity to the hutch which housed the guinea pigs, Bert and Mabel Jackson. They had the same names as my next-door neighbours, but that was just a coincidence.

After some time, I heard a wheezing from behind and when I turned round, Bert – the neighbour, not the guinea pig – was leaning over the fence.

‘Evening,’ he said.

‘Evening.’ I turned back to my painting.

‘Beautiful weather.’

‘It is.’

‘More like August than September.’

‘It is.’

I paused in my work and stared straight ahead, hoping he’d go away, but he just rubbed a hand over his florid face. Bert once told me he’d had a career in the civil service, but he looked like he’d lived a life in the great outdoors: his hands and face were leathery and weather-worn. He cleared his throat and continued. ‘You know, if you don’t mind my saying, my niece had some dark times. She could put you in touch with someone who could help.’

I turned around and he was staring at the picture I was painting.

‘I’m not having dark times,’ I said. ‘I’m just not very good at painting shrubbery.’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Alright. It’s just with the talking and everything . . .’

‘Talking?’

‘We can hear you. When you’re in the house. Alone in the house.’

‘Mr Jackson, I have a budgerigar. How will he learn to talk if I never speak to him?’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Oh. I didn’t realise. He’s very quiet, your budgerigar. I hear you, I never hear him.’

‘I told you, he’s still learning.’

‘Doesn’t he sing? Birdsong?’

‘No, Mr Jackson. Apparently, he does not.’ I turned my back and dipped my brush to the paint to signal the conversation was over, and presently I heard him whistling on the other side of his garden. Should budgies sing? I didn’t know. I couldn’t remember. I’d have a look on the internet later.

I’d lost some of my enthusiasm for painting after Mr Jackson’s rather harsh critique, so I went back inside and checked my emails – none; texts – none.

 

I think it was the heat that made it so hard for everyone to concentrate. Only a couple of weeks before we’d had a real taste of autumn and this last flash of warm weather had made everyone a bit giddy. Each time I glanced up at Sean he was gadding about, chatting to a colleague, not the industrious man I had fallen in love with.

But who can blame us? We all knew we had a long, hard winter coming up. There was no harm, for once, in a relaxing of the protocol.

‘You not feeling the heat, Jools?’ Sean asked me. It took a moment before I realised he was commenting on my jumper. It may have looked a little odd on a hot day, but you never knew what the air conditioning was going to bring.

‘She’s acclimatising herself for hell,’ Gareth said. Sean seemed to think that was funny and walked away, laughing like a drain. He was called back seconds later though, to look at something on Gareth’s phone.

They were fans of the Facebook and it had uploaded a short video of amusing giraffes. I didn’t think they were quite as funny as Sean and Gareth found them, but I was in the minority: within minutes most of the department were huddled around Gareth, guffawing with laughter over it.

‘Can’t believe you’re not on Facebook yet, Julie,’ Gareth said when the fuss had died down. ‘My gran’s on it. There’s loads of stuff like that and you can see what people you know are up to when you’re not with them.’

‘How do you mean?’ I asked. I’d heard of the Facebook but had thought it was just a collection of animal videos. I had no idea it was also a surveillance tool.

Well, it wasn’t quite the in-depth insight I’d imagined when Gareth said I could see what people were up to: I couldn’t track them minute by minute, I couldn’t see into their homes and some people provided more information than others. But it certainly was an eye-opener. We looked at the profiles of a few of our colleagues and I had to admit, I had had no idea Jayne from the post room was a ballroom dancing champion – she looked so frumpy round the office.

‘What do you have to do?’ I asked Gareth. ‘Do you have to subscribe? Do you have to apply?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Watch.’ And within minutes he’d set me up an account of my own. All I had to do when I got home was fill in the details and request a few friends.

He showed me how to add pictures to my profile. I had experimented with the camera on my phone in the past and had taken a few around the office: Sean at the drinks machine; Sean at the printer; Sean at the coat stand.

Gareth stared at them for a moment. He looked as if he was going to say something, but instead of speaking, he just scrolled between them again.

‘You can’t use any of them,’ he said in the end. ‘Julie, you can probably get sued for this.’ Finding nothing suitable, he said, ‘Smile’, and took a picture of me. He added it to my page next to my name and I had my first proper look at it. I recoiled: I thought I’d smiled, but it turned out I’d grimaced and the angle made it look as if I had a double chin. My hairstyle is timeless, early Princess Diana but brunette: the light here made it look flat and shapeless. No one who knew me would recognise me from that!

Luckily, Gareth then explained how to change it.

That evening, I logged onto my laptop and opened up my ‘Pictures’ file for a better photo. My options were limited. The only real contender was from Sean’s late wife, Susannah’s, funeral. It didn’t seem entirely appropriate, but I wear black most of the time anyway; you’d have to be pretty eagle-eyed to notice that I was wearing a funeral outfit. It was the best photo I had: glass raised, big smile for the camera and a great outfit. I’d bought it especially for the occasion; the last funeral I’d been to was Angela’s and I was just a young slip of a girl back then. So up it went. Then I went to the search box, typed in a name: Sean O’Flannery – and there he was!

He’s very photogenic, really knows how to pose for a snap. My hand shook a little as it hovered above the ‘Add Friend’ button, but I took a deep breath, stabbed my finger down and off went my request. I spent a few minutes scrolling through the others in the office, but none of them really interested me.

I returned to my page, looking for any change, but there was nothing from Sean. I read the news headlines, Tony Blair would be at the Labour Party Conference. Nothing from Sean. I was about to switch off my laptop, when there was a ding and a small red circle appeared on the top bar on the Facebook. HE HAD ACCEPTED MY REQUEST! And so quickly! It must have meant as much to him as it did to me.

But when I looked more closely at his page, I found out something else about Sean. Someone had posted on his page the heading ‘HAIR OF THE DOG!!!!!!!’ above a picture of Sean with four other gentlemen of a similar age and state of inebriation. It had been posted the night after Pink. While I was waiting for him and wondering what he was doing.
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