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Part One

External Examination


On Tuesday 14 February 2012 I carried out a post-mortem examination on the body of Katharine Rowan of 121 Crane View Road, Surbiton, at the instance of Dr Brian Steadings, Coroner. The body was that of a 51-year-old female, 5ft 7in in height and of moderate obese build. There was a small scar on the right side of the neck. Both earlobes had been pierced, the left torn.

I remember how my mother got that scar. She was attacked in the school playground. It happened as we waited for the bell to signal the beginning of the school day. I was about six years old, in Ms Graham’s class – 2B. My baby brother Christopher was snotty and cold in his pushchair, the front wheels positioned on the 2 and 3 of the hopscotch grid. I remember this because my mother was standing on the 7, making it an impossibly long leap from where I was, at number 1.

Her hair was pulled back, quickly and quietly, by Sue Warren. Sue lived a few doors down from us with her daughter Jenny and son Sam. I had sat in her car and at her table before, but whatever instinct led her to grab my mother’s hair – and entangled earring – back in this strangely intimate way, and stare down into my mother’s pained face, made her strange and ugly to me.

Remembering that morning, as an adult, I find myself wondering at my failure to cry. Christopher also failed in this basic requirement of the young and immobile whose lot it is to watch their mother plucked from them. But Christopher didn’t cry because his pushchair was positioned away from the shuffling feet, from what looked like a rather undignified fight for square number 10. I didn’t cry because it simply wasn’t an anatomical possibility. I was too astonished by what the woman who looked like Sue was doing to my mother.

And I wasn’t the only one frozen by events. The mothers of my friends and classmates also looked on, stupefied. The incongruous hush of a playground before the bell was broken only by my mother’s croaky grunts, uncertain but persevering.

Sue spoke first. ‘I need to talk to you. About Jenny.’ She said it almost calmly, as though my mother needn’t rush. As if she’d tapped my mother gently on the arm instead of grabbing her hair up in an angry fist. My mother tried to nod. It made her strained face look even more stretched as she tried to bring her chin down in assent.

The other women approached cautiously when Sue had let go of my mother’s hair, their resolve to intervene stiffened by the absence of any requirement to do so.

‘How could you let it happen?’ Sue’s voice was hoarse and dry – I could tell she needed to swallow. ‘Allow Richard to put his filthy hands on my Jenny? She’s a child. Just a child.’

I saw the looks of concern turn to confusion. They were wondering if my mother had it coming. Finally, one of them broke ranks and stepped forward. ‘Are you all right, Kath?’ Careful not to look at Sue with anything that might be construed as reproach. At that moment, Ms Graham came out of her classroom and rang the bell vigorously, joyful in her oblivion. Sue stepped away from my mother, her palms out and open in the universal gesture of it wasn’t me or, even if it was, the preamble to a pretty robust explanation.

My mother put her hand up to her left ear, stroked the earlobe gently and then smelt her fingers. As she looked at me in horror, I began to cry. She was smelling the blood that was running down her neck.

My mother’s torn earlobe was just one scar on her corpse among many. The others were more difficult to discern, buried so deep they would only show themselves to the pathologist’s scalpel. It was, of course, the most obvious physical assault on her body in the wake of my father’s affair, but seeing it recorded so clinically reminds me how public her humiliation was. Not just that day in the playground or even the years afterwards, but now, in her death. Her earlobe, like so much other tissue weighed and fingered, dispassionately reported in those pages, bears witness to all her body suffered. Did the earlobe give the pathologist pause? Did he crouch down and peer closely at the injury and wonder who might have pulled that earring down and away from her body?

‘Oh, Christ. You’re bleeding. Your earring.’ And then, as if we were looking for a set of keys, everybody’s eyes slid to the grey surface of the playground and the blue lines of the hopscotch grid. I continued crying until Christopher, jutting his jaw forward for more snot, opened his mouth and joined me in my howl.

It was then I felt Ms Graham’s fingers on my shoulders as she gently turned me in the direction of her classroom. ‘Come on, Laura. Come with me.’ But instead of going through the door to 2B’s room, we went down the dark red corridor that led to the school office. She kept her hand on my shoulder the whole time, reassuring me, ‘Your mother and brother are coming. They’re with Mr Lewis,’ when, in truth, I was relieved to be walking away from them with their too-much blood and snot. And sure enough, when I turned round, my chin brushing Ms Graham’s calloused fingers, I saw my mother was walking alongside the deputy head with a clump of bloodstained tissue held to her ear. Mr Lewis was pushing Christopher – the too-low pushchair handles forcing him to a stoop.

Ms Graham steered me towards one of the burgundy chairs, their colour deepening the red of the walls and giving the overriding impression of being stuck inside a hideous body passage. The chairs were lined up against the wall outside the school office, reserved for naughty pupils or anxious parents. Except I was the anxious pupil, swinging my legs, waiting for the naughty parent who had been taken into the school office for fighting. Mr Lewis pushed Christopher into the space at the end of the row of chairs and – rather expertly – applied the brake. He turned and knelt down in front of me, his breath heavy and wet with the smell of coffee: ‘You sit here, Laura. Mum will be out in a bit. We’re just going to have a little chat and see if we can’t find a plaster for her ear, OK?’ I nodded and looked up to see Ms Graham coming out of the office, shaking her head with disapproval, wearing the kind of obvious disappointment usually reserved for serious misdemeanours: spitting, biting, swearing, punching. Sue’s action in the playground and my mother’s consequent injury had served as a bloody demonstration of why dangly earrings should not be worn to school.

Mr Lewis stood up and steered Ms Graham away down the corridor. He kept his back to me as he tried to whisper, but I was able to make out the word fuck, which I knew to be a very serious swear word. But instead of looking at him with disappointment, Ms Graham just mouthed the words no idea and shook her head again. She looked up at me and noticed how closely I was watching them. Placing her hand gently on Mr Lewis’s elbow, she moved him aside, walked towards me and sat down in the chair next to mine. Taking my hand in hers, she began patting the back of it with her free hand. I stared down at our conjoined hands for a long time, noting she had blue chalk on her thumb and index finger. She must have changed the date on the blackboard before coming outside to ring the bell.

‘Your mummy’s going to be fine, Laura. It’s just a scratch.’

I nodded my agreement that her bleeding ear, violently torn by Sue, was probably just a scratch.

‘Laura, do you know why Mrs Warren was so angry this morning?’ Mr Lewis moved a little closer to us but did not sit down. Ms Graham continued: ‘Have your mummy and Mrs Warren had a falling-out?’

Even my six-year-old self knew this was an occasion ripe for sarcasm. A perfect opportunity to raise my eyebrows, tilt my head condescendingly and agree: ‘Yes, I think so. I think they might not be the best of friends at the moment.’ But Ms Graham was a nice person; she was stroking my hand, if not gently, then at least with the good intention of reassuring me while extracting pertinent information. I looked down at our intertwined fingers, wondered who was taking 2B’s register and started to cry again.

Many years have passed since that day in 1987. I tried to forget about it. My simple strategy was to pretend that it never happened, and my mother was happy to help me succeed in forgetting. She never tried to coax any fragment of it from me. Neither of us foresaw this, her post-mortem report, politely typed up with her torn earlobe as a matter of reported fact. An invitation to explain. As we both set about pretending Sue’s assault on her had never happened, neither of us thought about the possibility that an account would one day be required, or that the day in question would come after her death and removal. When I was alone. A motherless daughter, with no hope of ever seeing her emerge – whole – again.

When she came out of the school office, her earlobe inexpertly taped up with plasters, she walked purposefully towards Christopher’s pushchair, released the brake, took the handle with one hand and extended the other to me. I was relieved to emerge from all that red into the bright light of the playground and the promise of a day at home. We crossed the playground, walked over the hopscotch grid without so much as a downward glance and went out of the school gates.

I lay on the sofa for most of the afternoon, my mother happy for me to self-soothe with television. Christopher’s cold and traumatic morning extended his usual forty-five-minute nap to just over two hours. The hours of quiet afforded my mother the opportunity to bathe and ice her ear and re-dress the wound. By the time my father came home that evening, she had changed out of her blood-soaked top, and the only evidence of Sue’s assault was a subtle flesh-coloured plaster over her earlobe.

My father worked in a bank. In the years after my birth he had been slowly promoted to branch manager, an elevation in duties that kept him away from home for many hours and early evenings. But this was an evening at the end of the strangest of days.

Christopher and I were in bed by the time he came home but I was still awake, trying to piece together what had happened in the playground and wondering how my mother would ever wear an earring in her left ear again. I knew all about clip-on clasps, but couldn’t work out what skin it could possibly pinch now that hers was so irreparably torn. The insoluble nature of my mother’s injury led me back to her attacker: Sue was Jenny’s mother, and Jenny was our babysitter. She came over to help my mother around the house on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons.

The sleepy escapism of the sofa had given way to a racing mind in bed; I was still wired and awake when my father came home and asked my mother what was wrong.

‘Kath, come on. You’re obviously not fine.’

‘Of course I’m not fine. Look what she did to my ear!’

‘The woman’s a lunatic.’

‘Laura saw it all,’ she moaned.

‘Jesus.’

‘This is your fault.’

‘I think Sue’s the one at fault, don’t you?’

‘Don’t give me that.’ Her voice had hardened. ‘It was because of you and Jenny. She came to accuse you – but decided to send her message through me, in front of our children!’ I heard my mother sniff and walk down the hallway into the kitchen. This was followed by the spink-spink of the gas lighter used to ignite the stove. I waited for my father to follow her into the kitchen, but the silence testified to his inaction.

And then, from the living room, his voice loud: ‘Give me a reason to stop and I’ll stop.’

I moved to the landing and heard my mother exhale loudly. I could see the top of my father’s head; he was standing on the threshold of the hallway, hovering uncertainly between the two rooms.

The answer came from the kitchen. It was spoken in a quiet and firm voice: ‘Never in the house.’

He put his hands in his trouser pockets and hung his head. As if something amused him. And then he turned on his heel and walked back into the living room.

I needed to wee and decided I’d use the downstairs toilet. I wanted in on this argument and – though I didn’t understand the significance of what she’d just said to my father – I felt an urgency, deep down in my body, to show my mother I was still alive to the morning’s events. My father might be sipping a gin and tonic in front of the fire, but I was still awake and straining to hear every movement and sound. I wanted to show her she wasn’t alone but I didn’t have the emotional vocabulary to explain any of this. All I could do was present myself, at the bottom of the stairs, in my pyjamas and peer through the open doorway of the kitchen. What I saw has stayed with me as an abiding and curious vision: my mother leaning on the work surface with a lit cigarette in her right hand. I had never, in my life, seen her smoke. Until that day. The day Sue ripped her ear apart.

On 12 February 2012 I drove the short distance to Surbiton to have lunch with my mother who, like me, lived alone. When she failed to answer the door, I let myself in. And there at the bottom of the stairs lay her body.

Her death changed everything. But not the spoken or written fact of it, the many euphemisms used to convey a difficult truth. She passed away. She’s gone. She’s no longer with us. It was her physical absence that I couldn’t settle on. There had been a body. A body I knew well. It looked like her and it felt like her, but when I touched it, the warmth had gone. And because she was so cold and so dead, someone had driven her away and opened her up. And then into this appalling nothing came a typed report from someone who’d weighed and categorised all of her constituent parts and, in the process, come to a conclusion about how her absence came to be.

Grief rose like a haze of heat, distant and distorted by absolute bewilderment that she was dead. And the unrelenting truth of it, the fact that day after day she was always nowhere, altered the landscape of my life; it drained the colour from what I could see had been a pretty pallid canvas. My small, two-bedroom flat in Balham, once a triumphantly independent purchase, immediately revealed itself as a small, cramped and tatty dwelling. And as I slowed and sank under what was now a certainty, life piled up around me. Dishes soaked in the sink for days, the bin overflowed, the phone rang and still I sat there, on the cold, thin carpet with only her post-mortem report for company. The closest thing I had to her body, I found myself searching for her in the lines that claimed to account for everything she was. They were all there – her lungs, brain, heart – the organs of function, and yet I couldn’t be satisfied. My own lungs heaved to the pain of her inexistence, my brain crawled over an absence that would never end: days that would never contain her again. And my heart. My heart was not broken. It was defiant and beating; pumping blood to meet the rising rhythm of my sobs.

I am a freelance writer and journalist, used to working alone and intensely on something, but I exhausted myself looking for meaning. I had never known such loneliness. I closed my eyes and tried to remember her face, the soft white fuzz that skirted her jawbone, but the image skipped away before I could reach out for it. When I opened my eyes again, to the crumbs on the work surface and the damaged sealant around the splashback tiles, I saw what a disappointing life mine was. And would be without her.

One evening towards the end of February, as the flat began to darken with the waning day, I felt a sudden urge to seize some of the light I’d ignored all day. I put down my cup of tea and grabbed my keys, my shoes and my coat and almost ran to the front door. I didn’t want to talk myself out of it. The air outside was clean and unaffected by my mother’s death. There was no time or consideration for her on Balham High Road; no one cared that she’d died with her tongue caught between her teeth. They were just getting on with their Thursday evening and, for a brief moment, I was happy to join them in their act of forgetting. With my head down and my hands in my pockets.

I passed an off-licence and, on a whim, went inside. I felt unexpectedly inspired by the bottles of alcohol, of uncorking oblivion. The carpet beneath my feet was red and garish, the shopkeeper too friendly. I bought a bottle of cheap red and walked home.

Despite the fresh air and change of scenery, I exhaled with deep relief when I got back to the shared hallway of my Victorian conversion. I made my way past the bicycles and pushchairs left there by tenants who had shrugged at the lack of storage space in their flats. My own flat is on the first floor and, once inside, I went straight to the kitchen and, without taking my coat off, poured myself a glass of wine. I gulped it down quickly and then poured another. I felt relieved and relaxed enough to take off my coat and shoes, switch on the lamps in the living room and light the fire. With glass in hand I sat down at the table and began reading the report again, carefully. As the wine spread its warmth through my stomach, I read of the coldness of hers. And then I grabbed for my work bag, thrown down in the hallway on the last Friday of my old life. I pulled at the Velcro strap that held my laptop secure in its sleeve and, with a sudden and urgent need to bear witness, I began reaching within myself for the story of her torn earlobe.

My editor, Andy, called one Friday afternoon around the middle of March. I was absorbed in my writing, the laptop screen providing the only light in the dimming living room. My phone was on the table beside me, on silent so that I would not be disturbed. But the unexpected vibration was enough to jolt my attention and force me to notice that it was almost time to go and buy another bottle of wine. And answer the phone. I accepted the call with a renewed and short-lived interest. One that waned after hello.

‘Laura? How’re you doing?’

‘Hi Andy. I’m OK, thanks. How are you?’

‘All good here. Listen, say if you think it’s too soon, but I wondered if you fancied having lunch one day next week? It’s been a while since we spoke and, you know, we’re all missing you here.’

‘Thank you. And yes, I’d like that.’

‘Great. How about Wednesday or Thursday next week?’

‘Thursday’s good.’

‘Thursday, then. Meet in The Goat for 1 p.m.?’

‘Perfect. See you then.’

I put my phone down and walked into the kitchen. With nothing to do, I opened the fridge and noticed a yogurt, untouched, on the top shelf at the back. I tiptoed to reach it, feeling pleased it was still in date, but as I peeled the lid off I looked down at the bin. I’d taken the rubbish out that morning and hadn’t replaced the bin bag. I put my yogurt down and searched in the cupboard under the sink, and that’s when I remembered why I hadn’t replaced the bin bag. I’d run out. I threw the yogurt lid in the uncovered bin, knowing not only that I’d have to fish it out later, but that I couldn’t go on, holed up and grieving, in a dirty flat indefinitely. Life, with all its humdrum self-importance, was beckoning.

Andy gave me my first job in journalism, writing for the lifestyle section of a free London newspaper – the kind handed out aggressively at tube stations – in December 2006. I came to his attention because of Lost Angel, a blog I began in May 2005. I lived in Angel, Islington at the time, renting a room in a large house. Every week I identified a small historical fact about the area that I extrapolated, however tenuously, to my own life as a twenty-something professional trying to make my way in the bewildering metropolis. Angel was a very exciting place to live in 2005 – its transformation well under way; the bars and coffee shops continued to proliferate, and as more and more young people flocked to the area and its environs, I began to see that I’d hit upon something. My blog became a kind of imperfect diary composed of sporadic reflections, peppered by my own frustrations and insecurities. I began receiving emails from a small number of readers and they helped me to see that there was an appetite for modern reflections on an old path – that however contemporary we might feel, it is comforting to know we are treading lightly on walkways already laid down for us.

My most successful post was a parody of Dante’s Divina Commedia set in Angel tube station. The twisted sculpture of Kevin Boys’s angel in the ticket hall, poised to run down to the trains, gave me the idea to write of my own long descent, down an escalator of record-breaking length, to the hellish pit below, where the scurrying commuters are forced to choose between Morden or High Barnet. I described myself being held in purgatorial sway on the platforms, watching the dark hole that yawned for all of us, and the enduring torment even after boarding a tube – of trying to remain stable as bodies, weaker than your own, jostled and jolted; the search for meaning in the advertisements above the heads of the fortunate few to be seated. It was overwritten but well received; people shared it, and my readership continued to grow.

When I’d exhausted Angel, I moved on to other parts of London, working late into the evening and getting up early in the morning to complete my research. I began receiving enquiries from editors of various London publications interested in serialising my posts, and in 2006, Lost in London was commissioned to appear weekly in a newspaper with a readership of just under two million. I began by reprising some of my more popular posts, edited to appeal to Londoners in general and summarised to just five hundred words. Readers were invited to email comments or suggestions, and I spun their ideas into my own fabricated travails.

My mother was proud of me. She used to walk up to Surbiton station every Friday morning to get her copy of the newspaper, handed out at the station entrance. When my column first appeared, she even took her copy and boarded a commuter train heading towards Waterloo. I laughed when she told me and asked her why. She saw nothing strange in it, simply remarking that she wanted to read my column like everybody else. On a busy train. And because she had no reason to be in London, she simply remained on the train and waited for the driver to walk to the other end and take her back to Surbiton.

She never expressed surprise at my ambition to write, but when my work was finally printed for all to see, her pride was indomitable and personal. My achievement became her own. One she could share, happily, with Surbiton’s commuters.

I began writing as a journalist in November 2008, just as the term ‘credit crunch’ firmly embedded itself in the nation’s vernacular. The business editor of the newspaper had emailed Andy to ask if he knew anyone who would be interested in covering some of the human stories behind the rising numbers of evictions in the capital. Lost in London was still very much my bread and butter, but I was keen to broaden my horizons, so I went to talk to tenants who were on the brink of eviction and what I found surprised me. There were a handful of landlords who, despite their tenants being several months in arrears, had opted not to evict. I managed to interview four – three of whom cited the vulnerability of their tenants as their most compelling reason for declining to evict. The fourth landlord simply didn’t have the time or money to commence legal proceedings, but I had enough to shape a story and offer up a positive – albeit minor – rejoinder to the bleak and implacable headlines at the time. I tentatively offered my copy on the rise of the philanthropic landlord in some of London’s poorest boroughs to Andy, who passed it to the paper’s business editor. It was printed, and so began my career as a London-centric journalist.

The following Thursday I took the tube to Marble Arch, leaving myself enough time to walk across Hyde Park before my lunch with Andy. It was mid-March, and the trees had begun to bud with timid green leaves. I felt just as tight and nervous. It was a beautifully sunny day, not particularly warm, but bright enough to make me regret wearing a jacket. I wanted to take it off and spread it on the short, soft grass. To sit among and away from other people; but I knew that if I did, I wouldn’t want to get up again. Andy and my old life were waiting for me, so I walked across the park to see about rejoining it.

He was at the bar when I walked in, sweating in my too-many layers, all of which had felt essential that morning as I’d shivered in my underwear. The pub was warm and close, surrounding its drinkers with a forced affection. I took my jacket off and folded it over my handbag as I walked towards the bar.

‘Hello stranger,’ I said, tapping him gently on the arm.

‘Laura!’ he said, putting his arm across my shoulders and waving a twenty-pound note like a flag at the retreating barmaid. ‘I’m just ordering. What can I get you?’

‘Oh … to eat? What do they have?’

‘No, just drinks. We can look at the menu in a minute. If you’re hungry, that is.’

‘I’ll have an orange juice, please.’

‘Orange juice. I’m at that table over there in the corner. Go and grab a seat. I’ll bring the drinks over.’

I did as I was told and sat down opposite Andy’s chair, claimed by his jumper folded over the back of it. And as I sat there, pulling the layers of clothing from myself, I felt a kind of weary awe for the motions that had delivered me to a pub in Kensington. The tube I’d taken; the barmaid pouring my drink; the editor who wanted me to work again. They were all part of a wider and insensible existence. One I could rejoin or withdraw from at a moment’s notice.

Andy returned to the table with a pint of lager and my orange juice. He had two menus tucked under his right arm. He sat down and passed me my drink, offering his own up in salutation: ‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’ I smiled.

Andy studied my face for a few seconds as he sipped his lager. When he put it down again, his expression had changed to one of sympathetic understanding.

‘I’m so sorry, Laura. If it’s any consolation, my dad died five years ago. Parkinson’s. So I know what it’s like to lose a parent.’

I stared down at my orange juice. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t be. I’m just trying to say that I know how shit it can be.’

‘It was very … unexpected. As I think you know.’

‘Yeah. I sometimes catch myself thinking, would that be easier?’

‘Would what be easier?’

‘You know, someone important in your life dying suddenly rather than a long-drawn-out performance in a hospice.’

I took a sip of my drink. ‘I don’t know.’

‘How was the funeral?’

‘Sad. Really sad.’

He reached across the table and grabbed the fingers of my left hand. I could tell he didn’t know how long or tightly he should hold them.

‘Did you bury her?’ he asked, pulling his hand away. As though I might still have some of the dirt under my fingernails.

‘No, cremated.’

‘Are you going to scatter her somewhere?’

‘Not sure,’ I answered, sipping more of my drink. ‘She’s currently on my kitchen windowsill. I need to find her a more permanent resting place,’ I said, smiling.

Andy was relieved by the banter. ‘Listen, the way to get through something like this is to keep yourself busy. From my own experience, it’s the only thing that works.’

I nodded my head and looked behind him to the bar, where the barmaid was holding a glass to one of the spirit optics on the wall, scrutinising herself in the mirrored glass. She looked bored.

‘And I’ve got something just perfect for you.’

‘Oh yes?’ I said, refocusing on him.

‘We’re looking to do a series of articles on what the Olympics will mean for east London,’ he continued. ‘You know – in real terms, not just the landlords and homeowners but minority groups, elderly residents, disadvantaged kids. That sort of thing.’

I heard his words, numbered the community groups, pre-empted the ‘issues’ and felt suddenly exhausted. I looked down at my orange juice, the ice cubes smaller than they had been. Less willing to clink. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘What are you not sure about?’

‘That I can take something that big on at the moment. And do it justice.’

‘OK. Look. Forget the series. Just try one article. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you were the right person.’

‘Can I have a think about it?’

‘Of course. And listen, like I said on the phone, we all miss having you around. Have a think and let me know by Monday. OK?’

‘OK. Will do,’ I said, swallowing. ‘So, how are you? And how are the kids?’

‘Really good,’ he said with a smile. ‘Freya’s getting on well in Reception, and Jacob loves Year Three.’ He picked up his phone and began searching for a recent picture. It took a few seconds but eventually he found one: a young boy with front teeth that were too big for his smile. Beside him was a pretty, diffident little girl.

‘They’re beautiful,’ I said.

He drank his pint quickly and opened one of the menus. ‘Did you want to eat something?’

‘No, not if you don’t.’

‘I can grab a sandwich on the way back to the office if you don’t feel like it.’

I pulled one of the menus across to me and glanced at the mains. They were all heavy with calories and written conspicuously to appeal.

‘I’m OK. I’ll get something later on.’

He finished the last of his pint and began pulling his jumper from the back of the chair. ‘I’ve got to get back. Listen, Laura, it was great to see you.’

We stood for an awkward hug across the table. All arms and faces. I waited for ten minutes before following him out of the door in search of a bench and fresh air. I didn’t want to risk running into him again.

It felt easy to be outside, neither too hot nor too cold. I knew I’d have to return to work eventually. And the articles Andy had offered me were a gift for anyone in my position. But my mind returned, as it always did, to my mother’s post-mortem report and the stark account I’d written of her torn earlobe.

I couldn’t go home and face all the things that needed doing there, so I took my phone out of my bag and stared at the screen, willing a reason not to go home to appear. When nothing materialised, I decided to phone Andrea. She answered quickly. And apparently out of breath.

‘Laura. Finally. Where have you been?’

‘Hi Andrea. I know, I’m sorry.’

‘I must have phoned you ten times in the last three weeks.’

‘I know. It’s been tough.’ I swallowed heavily. ‘I’m sorry. What about you? Are you OK? You sound like you’ve been running.’

‘I was. Ran back to my desk from the photocopier when I heard my phone ring.’

‘Jesus, Andrea. That’s about three yards away.’

‘I know, but I didn’t want to miss your call. Where are you?’

‘Hyde Park, actually. Just had a meeting with my editor. Do you fancy joining me for a drink?’

‘You’re drinking in Hyde Park? It’s two o’clock in the afternoon.’

‘No, you div. I’m not drinking in Hyde Park. But I would like to go for a drink. With you.’

‘I’ve already had lunch, but it’s pretty quiet here. Can you come to Clerkenwell?’

‘Yes, definitely. I’ll start walking and text you when I’m outside.’

We met in The Betsey Trotwood on Farringdon Road. It was our go-to pub of choice when we worked together. Andrea and I became friends when I got a job as a personal assistant to the Head of Marketing at a small internet service provider based in Clerkenwell in December 2003. She was personal assistant to the CEO, and though the people we assisted were several organisational levels apart, our desks were side by side.

Her face lit up when she saw me sitting at a table in the corner. She put her arms out to embrace me too many metres away. I stood up, awkwardly awaiting her affection. She pulled me to her, crushing my shoulders against her chest.

‘I’m so pleased to see you. Let me get a drink, though,’ she said, looking at my glass of wine.

‘I wasn’t sure if you wanted a drink drink. Sorry.’

‘You’re grieving, Laura. Not insane. Of course I want a drink.’

She returned to her seat full of admiration for her large glass of white wine and my face behind it.

‘So, bloody hell. Tell me everything. I didn’t feel I could ask you at the funeral, what with everything going on, but … did you shag him?’ She was referring to the night before my mother died. I’d met up with an ex-boyfriend and, rather predictably, we’d ended up in bed together.

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

‘And what? We had full penetrative sex and then he went home to his wife.’

Her shoulders slumped with theatrical commiseration. She sipped her wine, gleefully. ‘Shit. Were you careful?’

‘I wouldn’t call sleeping with a married man particularly careful, but we used a condom and I’m definitely not pregnant.’

‘And what now? Have you told him about your mum?’

‘No. There’s no point. It won’t change anything.’

‘Do you want things to change?’

‘Not really. They’ve got a little girl together. The whole thing is fucked up.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

She watched me as the seconds passed, waiting for something – a sneak peek at my grief. I felt momentary relief as I said, quickly and quietly, ‘She was all alone, Andrea. I was too late to help her.’ I swallowed the painful dryness that always presaged tears.

‘Oh, Laura.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m OK.’

‘I don’t think you are.’

I put my hands up to my face and began to cry. Andrea reached across the table and pulled my left hand away. As though she wanted me to confront the thing I was looking away from. She gripped my reluctant fingers and pulled them towards her chest.

‘I’m sorry,’ I mumbled as I tried to take my hand back. But she wouldn’t let go.

‘Don’t say that,’ she said fiercely. ‘You don’t have to be sorry with me. Let me help you.’

‘I know. And thank you. It’s just all up here in my head. I can’t stop seeing her like that. The way I found her. It’s the last thing I think about before I go to sleep. If I sleep.’

‘OK, listen to me. Work through what you need to, take all the time you need, but let’s arrange to meet again – a fixed date in the diary. You know, a sort of deadline.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Eric’s always on at me to set targets and agree deadlines. I’ve got to get his presentation notes typed up this afternoon, actually,’ she said, inexplicably turning round and looking at the door, as if he might march in and order her back to her desk. ‘So what I’m saying is, we need a plan. It’s your birthday next month. Let me come over and cook you dinner. How does that sound?’

‘That sounds nice. Thank you. And thanks for project-managing my grief.’

‘You’re welcome.’
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