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Praise for Amanda Reynolds and Close to Me

‘From the first page I was invested in Jo’s story and desperate to know what had happened to her. A wonderful reading experience’ – Kathryn Hughes, author of The Secret

‘Fabulous thriller about secrets in a marriage. I loved it’ – Laura Marshall, author of Friend Request

‘Gripping and twisting . . . If you’re a fan of Jenny Blackhurst, Liane Moriarty or Clare Mackintosh, this is a must-read for you’ – Take a Break

‘What if you couldn’t remember the past year of your life, and those closest to you were lying?’ – Inside Soap (The Hot List)

‘A marvellous psychological drama on many levels . . . For fans of suspense, especially suspense with a feminine perspective, Close To Me is as good as it gets’ – New York Journal of Books

‘Gripping, claustrophobic and often deeply unsettling, Close To Me exerts a magnetic pull from its first pages’ – Kate Riordan, author of The Girl in the Photograph

‘Taut, compelling, well-paced. ADDICTIVE’ – Will Dean, author of Dark Pines

‘Keeps you guessing, and then just when you think you know, you find another twist in the road. Gripping and suspenseful’ – Michelle Adams, author of My Sister

‘Close To Me reveals itself like a buried memory, the details peeking out and keeping the reader guessing until all is discovered in the shocking conclusion . . . sure to have readers thinking about the story and how much they can trust their own recollections long after the final page’ – Cate Holahan, author of The Widower’s Wife and Lies She Told

‘An intriguing, well-told, tightly knit story that will hold you to the last page and make you put one hand on the banister whenever you’re at the top of the stairs’ – SHOTS Crime & Thriller Ezine


Also by Amanda Reynolds

Close to Me


To Dorothy and Vincent – both writers before me


The lies we tell ourselves are the worst kind, for we have all the time in the world to convince ourselves they are true.


Jess

Sunday, 4th December 2016 (Morning)

The chirpy ringtone reverberates around my tiny two-roomed flat, working its way inside my head and fixing on a spot somewhere behind my eyes. I squint at the screen to see if it’s Mum, reluctant to allow in her chaos, but it’s not a number I recognise. She could be calling from a different phone, of course, but it’s a couple of weeks until our monthly duty call, and Sundays normally pass her by. I hesitate and the call ends, but when it rings again I pick up. 

‘Jess? Is that you?’

I haven’t spoken to Will in over a year, almost two come to think of it, but I’d know his voice anywhere. My brother’s accent is even stronger over the phone, the same as everyone’s where we grew up, the vowels lengthened, as though there’s no rush to get the words out, time less of a luxury back home than it is here in London.

‘Yes, it’s me.’ 

‘Are you on your own?’ Will asks. 

‘How did you get my new number?’ I reply, ignoring his question.

‘Mum’s address book,’ he tells me, then he interrupts my rant about how I can’t trust her to keep anything secret. ‘Jess, listen, I’ve got some bad news. I’m sorry, but Mum passed away last night.’ 

‘You mean she’s dead?’

‘Yes.’ His tone is matter-of-fact. ‘She collapsed in the street outside the pub.’

I stand and take the three paces to the window, staring down at the traffic of people and cars two storeys below. A steady flow, even on a Sunday morning. 

‘Jess, you still there?’

The rickety dining chair hits the wall behind me as I sit back down. I rock it back and forth, tapping a key on my laptop so the screen lights up, bright but out of focus. ‘Yeah, I’m still here.’

‘You okay?’

‘I don’t know, you?’

‘Yeah, I am, but I need you to come home. Soon as you can.’

I sit up; only then aware I’d slumped down. ‘I can’t, Will. You know I can’t.’ 

‘Someone has to sort things out,’ he says, as if it was already decided. ‘I promise he won’t give you any trouble, if that’s what you’re worried about. I won’t let him.’

‘No, it’s not that,’ I say, as if I can dismiss Will’s concerns, and mine, so easily. ‘I’ve got appointments, clients – did I tell you I’ve got a new job? I can’t take time off without any notice. It’s important. I’m a qualified counsellor, and I have a supervisor. I see her once a fortnight. It’s part of my accreditation. I can’t just—’ There’s silence at the other end. ‘Mum’s really gone?’

‘I know it’s hard to take in, but yeah, she is.’

‘When’s the funeral?’

‘Don’t know yet, a week or so? But you need to come back straight away. There’s loads to do . . . the house, and forms to fill in . . . You know I’m useless at that kind of stuff.’

‘I’ll be there for the funeral, of course, but—’

He’s not listening, telling me his regulars won’t wait for jobs he’s already booked in. He has lawns to trim, trees to cut back. Yes, even in winter. His excuses about work commitment are no different than mine, and he only lives around the corner, whereas I’m a hundred miles away. He reminds me he has a child, a one-year-old, who’s teething, and Becky’s working full-time now. 

‘I need you here, Jess. Please come home.’

We both know I won’t refuse him, although I try to find alternatives. 

‘What about Mick and Tony? Can’t they help?’

‘They’re still away.’

‘In prison?’ I ask, as if there would be any other reason why our older twin brothers might be ‘away’.

‘No, they’re on a world cruise, Jess. Of course, in prison.’ Will sighs. ‘They’ll try to get compassionate leave for the funeral, but it’ll only be a few hours at most. And I’m warning you, the house is a right tip. Mum had pretty much given up on it after I left.’ 

‘Great! So that’s it, I have to come?’

‘No, you don’t have to, but it would be really appreciated if you could.’

‘Fine.’

‘Great. Text me what time train you’re on and I’ll pick you up from the station.’ There’s a pause before he asks, ‘Is that OK? I know we haven’t seen each other for a while, and it’s going to be difficult for you, coming back, but I won’t let him near you. You know I won’t.’

‘Yeah, course,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’


Jess

Monday, 5th December 2016 (Lunchtime)

I’m checking my phone for the third time when I spot the train in the distance, a surge of passengers moving forwards on the crowded platform. I join them, hoping Will has seen my message, even though he hasn’t bothered to reply. It was a rushed text, sent from the back of the taxi. Then I’d rung work. 

I’d hoped to leave a message on the answer machine, but my boss had picked up straight away, his annoyance quickly replaced with condolences, advising me to take as long as I need. I’d wanted to correct him, tell him I’m fine, more inconvenienced than grief-stricken, but even in my head it had sounded wrong, and I didn’t want him to change his mind about the time off. I suppose it was reasonable to assume I’d be upset, given my news, but Mum wasn’t your typical mum, and I haven’t seen her in ten years. My emotions are hard to fathom, let alone share.

I haul my bag up the step and on to the luggage rack, bracing my knees and ignoring the nausea that swells in my stomach as the journey begins. I haven’t reserved a seat and the train is packed, but I don’t mind standing, prefer it in fact, a cold breeze siphoning in through the cracked window and the toilet nearby should I need it. I should have booked my ticket last night, but I’d opened a bottle of wine instead, raising a glass or two to Mum’s memory. 

The train is quieter after the first hour. I grab a seat near my bag, not that there’s much of value in the scruffy holdall, just a few changes of clothing and my best suit, luckily a dark colour so it will be fine for the funeral. I’ve folded the jacket around my black heels, the ones I bought before the trial when I thought I should look more sophisticated for the jury. I wore flats in the end, on James’s advice. The last time I wore heels was the day of my interview, although I was massively overdressed, the other candidates in jeans and sweats. Still, it got me the job. I haven’t had time to try on my outfit for the funeral, but I haven’t gained weight, lost some if anything. Maybe when I get back I’ll try to look after myself a bit better, eat more and drink less, but even as I plan how I can shop for fresh ingredients, I know I won’t. I’ve never cooked from scratch; wouldn’t know where to start.

I glance at my table companions, an elderly couple in matching anoraks, and a woman to my left who must be about Mum’s age. Her hair is dark and it looks freshly blow-dried, sleek and neat, the antithesis of Mum’s dirty blonde. Mum dyed hers every fourth Tuesday to cover the distinctive red that runs through our entire family. Or at least, she used to. I have no idea what colour it was last week, or last year. Somehow a year apart has turned into ten, but she never offered to visit, and I wasn’t going to go home. I drag my fingers through my matted curls, which reminds me I haven’t packed my straighteners, or my hair dryer. 

Peering through the murk of a December day, I press my face close to the window, watching as the high-rise offices thin out. I haven’t left London for . . . must be at least five years. A terrible weekend away with a married man who cried when he came, then told me how much he loved his wife. I fight a moment of panic, breathing in and out fast so the glass fogs and I have to wipe away the condensation with my palm. The buildings disappear, expanses of green and mud-brown opening up, the sky almost white. I shiver, imagining the train speeding into the distance, an endless hurtle into a blanket of nothingness. I wrap my coat around me, leaning away from the woman and her perfect hair until the hypnotic rhythm of the train takes over, an image of Mum falling-down drunk for the final time, cartoonish and unpleasant, playing on a repetitive loop in my head, in time with the thrumming of the train tracks and the bass of someone’s music behind me. For some reason it bothers me a lot that I don’t know if Mum’s hair was blonde, or red, or grey, everything else overshadowed by that irrelevant detail. I rang her once a month for a five-minute call, shorter sometimes, and I hated every second. 

As the train slows at the next station my phone buzzes loudly. I slide the button on the side to mute, then read the email from my supervisor. The last time we met I’d been upset, disappointed by what she’d decided for me. I know she thinks it’s for the best, but I can’t imagine starting all over again, raking over the past with yet another stranger. I shared everything with her, the whole truth, but it still wasn’t enough. She reminds me about our final appointment, scheduled for the thirteenth of this month. I want to go, but I’m angry with her. She’s let me down, like everyone does. I reply, but briefly, informing her of my mother’s death and that I hope to be back in time for our final meeting, although if that’s the date of the funeral I’ll have to postpone. 

For now, all my plans are on hold. 


Six Months Before . . .

Supervision Session #1 – Jessica Tidy –
 Tuesday, June 21st, 2016

(Jessica Tidy, known as Jess, age twenty-six, contacted me via email last week. She’s a newly qualified integrative counsellor, working at a practice in Central London. Today’s meeting was to discuss the nature of her supervision.)



Full notes in client file ref: 718/16 

Meeting taped, transcript of relevant section below
(abridged)



	Jess:
   
	 
	Can you call me Jess, please? No one calls me Jessica, not even my mum. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Of course. Tell me, Jess, why did you decide to retrain as a counsellor?




	Jess:
   
	 
	I think I said it all in my email.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Yes, it was lovely. So chatty. 




	Jess:
   
	 
	Sorry, it’s not my strength, that kind of—


   

	Me:
   
	 
	No, you misunderstand, I liked it very much. I don’t tend to take on much supervision these days, I’m semi-retired and I keep my client list fairly select, but I couldn’t resist meeting you. Your CV is very impressive. I love the fact you started from nothing, going back to college to get the qualifications you needed for the counselling course. As far as supervision goes, you suggested we might meet fortnightly?




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yes, and I wanted to ask you about payment before we start. It’s just that I don’t have that much put by.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	I’m sure we can work something out. London is so expensive, isn’t it? And the training too . . . you were self-funded?




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yes, I was a waitress; before I was a counsellor, I mean. And whilst I studied. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	A kind of counselling in itself. 




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yes, definitely. You hear a lot of stories.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Let me tell you a bit about myself, how I work. Then you can decide if I’m the right fit for you.




	Jess:
   
	 
	Oh! I thought it was all settled? I mean . . . I know it’s you I want to see. You’re the best. I’ve done my research.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Why do you think I’m the best supervisor for you?




	Jess:
   
	 
	I don’t know, I just got a good feeling when I found your website. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Your colleagues haven’t offered to supervise you themselves? 




	Jess:
   
	 
	I did ask, but they’re all stacked out, and I thought it was best to see someone outside of work. My boss is an idiot. I wouldn’t want to confide in him, don’t know how he keeps any of his clients. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Oh dear. So, what are your expectations of supervision, how do you see us working together?




	Jess:
   
	 
	It’s about my clients, of course, talking through their issues, making sure I haven’t missed anything as I’m newly qualified, but supervision is also important for me, so I have someone I can talk to, if it’s getting too much. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Exactly. This line of work can certainly take its toll, so feel free to talk about anything that’s bothering you, however small. I still see my supervisor once a month for that very reason. Anything you’d like to ask before we begin, assuming you’re happy to start today?




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yes, definitely. Thank you, and no, nothing I need to ask. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Great. I’ll be taking notes, and I also tape everything on my phone, so I can transcribe sections of our conversations later, in case I’ve missed anything, or want to highlight something I feel is important. Is that all OK with you?




	Jess:
   
	 
	I’ve nothing to hide.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Great. Why don’t you start by telling me a little bit about your background, your family, education, that kind of thing.




	Jess:
   
	 
	I’m the youngest of four, only girl. We’ve got the same mum, but three different dads, although we’ve all inherited Mum’s red hair, which is weird when you think of it, although I never have before. She dyes it blonde, so you’d never . . . sorry. The twins, Mick and Tony, they’re ten years older than me, thirty-six. Will, he’s closest to me in age, five years between us. He must be . . . thirty-one now. I hadn’t realised he was in his thirties . . . I mean I knew, but I hadn’t really . . . we’ve kind of lost touch over the last couple of years, but we were close when I lived at home. He’s got a long-term girlfriend, and they had a baby last December, he sent me a photo in his Christmas card. They live with her mother now, in the same village where we grew up. Sorry, is this too much detail?


   

	Me:
   
	 
	No, not at all. Carry on.




	Jess:
   
	 
	That’s pretty much it, apart from Mum. We speak on the phone once a month. Haven’t seen her since I left home to move to London ten years ago. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Thank you, Jess. I’d like to move on now to why you decided to become a counsellor.




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yeah, of course. Family stuff is a nightmare, isn’t it? 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	We can talk about that if you feel it’s relevant, but today I wanted to gather as much background information as I can. 




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yes, of course. Sorry.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	No need to apologise. You said you were a waitress before?




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yes, I was waitress for years . . . hated it! Kids throwing food, rude parents, tourists who can’t speak English or find the right change, and the pay is crap. I was looking for something new, more of a challenge, and I’ve always wanted to help others, felt I could empathise. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	That empathy you talk about is a common reason for people to be drawn to our profession. In fact, a lot of counsellors have received therapy themselves then decided they would like to swap chairs.




	Jess:
   
	 
	That’s not exactly what happened to me, but yes, I think my background might be helpful for once. And I love studying, which is crazy as I left school with absolutely no qualifications.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Sometimes the time just isn’t right, then it suddenly is. You’re lucky to have found your niche so young. 




	Jess:
   
	 
	Twenty-six feels pretty old sometimes. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Well, I can assure you it isn’t. Now, let’s move on to your clients. It’s been a while, but I do remember how difficult those first few appointments can be. 




	Jess:
   
	 
	I guess so, but I’m loving it so far.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Any challenges you’d like to share?




	Jess:
   
	 
	There is one client I’m finding a bit trickier than the rest. She’s very young, sixteen. Her doctor referred her for counselling as she was acting out at school, some alcohol issues I believe. She saw my boss first, didn’t take to him at all, can’t say I blame her, so he passed her on to me. Last attempt, I think. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	You’ve completed the initial assessment? 




	Jess:
   
	 
	Yes . . . at least I tried to, but she’s so angry . . . yeah, just angry.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Were you concerned for your own safety?




	Jess:
   
	 
	God, no! Nothing like that, but I do feel sorry for her. I remember what it felt like at that age, how unfair it can all seem. I’d love to tell her it will get better, she’s not always going to feel like this, but you just don’t know, do you? Stupid to make promises.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	You can certainly acknowledge how she feels, reflect her anger, and to some extent your own feelings. I’m sure that will be a reassurance to her, but of course you’ll need to tread carefully. 




	Jess:
   
	 
	I’m making sure it’s all ‘by the book’. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	That’s good, but what I meant was, and please feel able to speak freely with me, it sounds like she may be stirring up some issues for you. 




	Jess:
   
	 
	I don’t think so. 


   

	Me:
   
	 
	Let’s imagine I’m her, sitting here now. What would you like to tell her?




	Jess:
   
	 
	I suppose I’d say it’s OK to be angry. Anyone would, in her place. That the way she’s been treated by the adults in her life was wrong. Do you think if I said all that I would be crossing any lines?


   

	Me:
   
	 
	No, I don’t think so. Do you?




	Jess:
   
	 
	I don’t think so either, but what if she doesn’t come back? I won’t get the chance to say any of it then.


   

	Me:
   
	 
	I’m afraid that’s her choice. She’s not your responsibility, Jess.
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