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To Mark B, Mark E, Craig, and Susi – my fellow QC’s.

Thanks for getting me through the past few years with quizzes, laughs, and support. 

Now, question one . . .
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BEFORE

I had known I would tell Jack from around a month into the relationship. I just hadn’t been sure when. Whether I would wait for us to be married, to be parents, or much later. On my deathbed, maybe.

When it finally came, it wasn’t as if I’d planned it. It just sort of happened.

It was ten years since the night Adam died. Since Dan and I decided to make the biggest mistake of our lives.

Since then, I’d met Jack. Left England. Moved to the east coast of America.

Left it all behind me.

Only, my parents were still back there.

‘The cancer has spread,’ I said, and Jack’s face fell. He reached out to me, held me in an embrace I never wanted to end.

I was there, back home, when my father passed away. Sitting at his bedside, as he breathed his last. My mum on the other side. Each of us holding onto his pale, aged hands.The next few days were a blur. Arrangements were finalised. Childcare for our two young children organised.

I was in a fog of disbelief. As if real life wasn’t happening around me. Everything tinged with the sense that it might be a dream. As if the world had twisted on the plane ride over and now I was living in a nightmare.

At the funeral, there were only a few of us surrounding his grave. The chapel had been filled with strangers’ faces, but now, only me, my mum, Jack and my father's brother and sister-in-law.

Not much. Not enough.

I held onto Jack’s hand. Clasping it tightly in my own, as if I were scared of letting go. Of letting myself be untethered.

Then, I saw him.

Standing next to some trees, a hundred or so yards away. I couldn’t see his face clearly, but I knew it was him.

My body went stiff. Nervous energy firing through me. Jack seemed to sense something and placed an arm around me.

I couldn’t stop looking at him. Wishing I was imagining him being there.

Then, he was gone.

We filed back to the car. Jack still holding onto me. Before we got into the car, I turned to Jack. He lifted a hand and brushed away tears on my cheek.

‘Jack,’ I said, my voice barely above a whisper. I turned back to where he’d been standing near the treeline, hoping to see him again. Any proof that he had really been there. I looked away when none came. ‘Jack, I need to tell you something.’


AFTER

The children were quiet.

Sitting, heads bowed, at the kitchen table, as if they knew something was wrong. She tried a smile, but they wouldn’t even look at her.

They wouldn’t be there much longer. The school bus would be picking them up in a few minutes down the street. It didn’t stop her trying to ease their worries.

‘Why did the cookie go to the nurse?’

She waited for a response that was never going to come. She ploughed on regardless.

‘Because he felt crummy.’

Olivia raised her head, but it was only to roll her eyes in the way children do. That look that says, ‘I’ll never be as uncool as you when I’m a parent’.

JJ didn’t so much as flinch.

Jack came into the room, the tie hanging around his neck undone. She stepped forwards to fix it for him, but he shook her away. She stepped to the side, trying not to show any hurt at his dismissal.

‘Come on, kids, you’ll miss the bus.’

She followed them down the hall, waiting for Jack to turn. To maybe give her a kiss goodbye. A moment of love. Something for her to hold onto once he was gone.

Instead, by the time he turned around, all she could see were the dark rings of sleeplessness under his eyes and a desperate air emanating from him. A desperate need to get away.

‘I’ll call you,’ he said, before turning on his heels and pulling the door closed behind him. She caught it in time, opening it back up, trying to find words that would make him stay with her. To keep him by her side. Even after all that time together, she couldn’t think of a single thing she could say.

She was alone.

She stepped out on her front porch and waved the kids goodbye, not that they could see her doing so. They were already disappearing into the distance.

She would die for those two children. She would do anything for them.

Yet, there she was, waving them off onto a bus that she wasn’t driving. With other people she couldn’t control. Sending them off for hours at a time, where she couldn’t protect them.

The thoughts came and went quickly, before life slipped back into focus.

On the other side of the street, Pam Caulfield was standing outside her door, arms folded across her chest and the Westport Newspaper dangling from one hand. She gave her a blank look before turning and going back inside. No cheery hello, no catch-up about local events. No gossip shared.

She knew it was going to be a tough road ahead. That she couldn’t expect them to suddenly forget everything that had happened in the past week. It might be a while before they were invited to neighbourhood barbecues and parties. Before conversations would no longer suddenly fall silent if she was noticed on the periphery.

It might take a while for that suspicion they were feeling to dissipate.

She went back inside, closing the door behind her slowly, carefully. As if she was worried about making too much noise. Looked down at the hardwood floor, the early-morning light streaming through from the back of the house giving it a sheen that couldn’t be replicated in photographs. Closed her eyes and sighed softly.

Then, she clasped her hands together and allowed herself to be drawn through the house. She floated through, as if she wasn’t in control of her actions. As though someone else was controlling her body, making her move, making her blink, making her breathe.

She passed the living room, perfectly still, perfectly clean. The dining room opposite, the same. Into the kitchen, the source of the light that ran throughout the house. Stole a glance out back to her perfectly manicured garden. The blue of the pool water looked so inviting, even in the cold wash of early spring.

She turned away before she could be tempted, down to the locked door at the back.

She pulled the key from the pocket of her jeans and twisted it open. The door opened and the darkness within escaped into the hallway.

The office was small, but large enough for a desk and a couple of bookcases. A small window that looked out towards the pool and barbecue area. The blind had been pulled down, probably at some point the night before. Possibly Jack, if he had come inside to do a bit of work in the evening, when she wasn’t around. The kids never came in there, so she didn’t think it was them.

Maybe it had been her. She couldn’t remember.

She didn’t want to remember. It was much easier this way – to pretend she was being guided in all her actions. That she didn’t have full control of her body, her mind. That there was some unseen force making her move.

He was still dead.

Nothing had changed since a few hours earlier. No matter the amount of wishing she had done.

She had to do something. He couldn’t stay here. It wouldn’t be long until someone would notice.

She took a step closer, expecting the body to move. Grasp hold of her wrist and not let go.

That wasn’t going to happen.

As she felt the tears she’d been holding onto since he had taken his last breath begin to roll down her cheeks, she got to work.

He wasn’t going to ruin her perfect life.

Not any more.

She had made sure of that.


BEFORE


1

In the beginning, there was a girl. She became a woman. A wife.

A mother.

We raise our children with one thing in mind. To keep them safe. Fed, watered, aware of the dangers that can lie out in the world.

Then, we pack them up each morning and send them into the unknown. Somewhere we don’t control, where things can happen without us knowing.

Such is the life of a parent.

It was that thought that ran through my head for a brief moment every morning. That ache of loss that I wished didn’t exist.

Jack emerged from the bathroom and planted a kiss on my forehead, as I lifted myself up on the bed, leaning against the headboard. Rubbing sleep from my eyes, as I heard the kids talking down the hall.

‘Morning,’ Jack said, his voice like silk. He was already dressed, almost ready for work. His aftershave tickled my nostrils. He stood up straight, all six feet two of him, and checked himself in the mirror.

I couldn’t hear him say I’m still looking good, for a forty-two-year-old, but I could definitely hear him think it. The idea made me smile. I couldn’t disagree with him. He had kept himself in shape over the years we’d been together – a mix of running and good genetics. I had a memory of meeting him for the first time and thinking he looked like John Travolta – in his Grease days, rather than the later Pulp-Fiction-and-hairpiece period. An intensity in his eyes that still made me melt.

In a perfect world, the smile wouldn’t fall away so quickly. There wouldn’t be a moment when an intrusive thought would push its way to the surface of my mind. Breaking its way through the base level of happiness and contentedness that I felt at the start of every day.

The idea that I didn’t deserve any of this.

That I shouldn’t smile. Shouldn’t laugh. Shouldn’t love.

Shouldn’t live.

Once, I had been called Sara Drummond and lived at 42 Broadgreen Terrace, Chittinhill, Somerset. A small village, just outside of Yeovil, in the south-west of England.

I’d had an accent that would put people in mind of the countryside, with two syllables.

Only, I’d escaped from that small town. Moved to the big city, gone to university, ended up in northeastern USA, and got married to a wonderful man. Had two children and lost that country accent.

Ended up in another small town.

That should have been my story.

A nice, normal girl, who grew up to be an accomplished woman, with a great career, a great family and a great life.

And yet, every morning, that same feeling came to me. That gnawing away at my mind, the anxious twisting and turning in the pit of my stomach.

You don’t deserve this.

‘Morning,’ I said, before squinting as he shook open the curtains and the morning light stung my eyes. ‘Do you have to? You’ve been up half an hour longer than me.’

‘You’ll lie there all day if I don’t.’

‘Not a chance,’ I replied, throwing his pillow from the bed towards him. He caught it with a chuckle. ‘The kids wouldn’t let me lie in on a weekend, never mind a school day.’

‘I have to be in early this morning,’ Jack said, slipping a tie around his shirt collar. ‘So I won’t be here to see the kids off to school.’

‘Oh,’ I replied, not a question. An acceptance of the inevitable. ‘Okay.’

‘It can’t be helped,’ he said, turning towards me as I stood up and pulled the bed covers over. ‘We’re just crazy busy right now.’

‘Will you be home for dinner at least?’

‘We'll go to Stephanie’s restaurant,’ he replied, an act of contrition at least. ‘I’ll try and get back early, so we can go together.'

He must have suspected I didn't quite believe him as he continued.

‘You know I hate being away’

I was already preparing for what I would tell them when he didn’t get home until gone eight in the evening. Nine, sometimes. Putting on my best impression of it being no big deal. No problem at all.

It didn’t matter that I would have been working all day myself. That I didn’t get to pick and choose how late I worked. I had to be back for the children.

‘If you need to work late, let Stephanie know. She only has a couple of hours in between lunch and dinner shift to come around.’

‘Yes, of course,’ I replied, rolling my eyes at the sound of Jack’s sister’s name. ‘Although, it would be easier if we could just pay for someone to come and watch them instead.’

‘She’s family,’ Jack said, with a long sigh. A breath of air that barely hid the irritation of a long-standing argument. One that kept coming up. ‘And she loves spending time with them. Saves us a fair few dollars as well.’

‘Of course,’ I replied, losing the argument before it reared its head again.

He worked so hard, I reminded myself. For them. For us. I couldn’t ignore that. Still, there were moments when I wanted to ask him what was really important in life – whether working all these hours was really worth it. Yes, it gave us a more comfortable life, but the cost was not being able to enjoy it. Not properly, anyway.

One of those things in married life that every person has – the things we don’t say to our significant other. That you would never say, because you could guarantee it wouldn’t be taken well.

‘I’ll see you this evening,’ Jack said, crossing the room and stopping in front of me. He looked down at me before reaching and softly raising my chin to look into his eyes. They were the same sea blue I’d been lost in all those years before. He smiled, his eyes unchanged. He kissed my forehead. ‘Love you, S.’

‘Love you too,’ I murmured back to him, my eyes closing momentarily. When I opened them, he was gone.

I heard a commotion outside of the room. The soft padding of feet on the hardwood floors. Excited voices, hushed whispering. My shoulders slumped a little, before I shook my head and made my way out of the room.

JJ was waiting for me as soon as I left the bedroom. Still in his Marvel PJs, his light-brown hair sticking up at odd angles. Barefoot and barely constraining his energy.

‘Mom, Olivia stole my iPad and won’t give it back.’

Before I had chance to answer, I heard a simultaneous screech of ‘No, I didn’t’ from Olivia down the hall and the front door closing downstairs.

‘Olivia,’ I said, rubbing my temples and hoping against hope that a headache wouldn’t be the way I was going to start the day. ‘You know you shouldn’t take things from JJ’s room.’

‘I didn’t take it from his room,’ Olivia replied, not even bothering to hide the indignation from her tone, as she appeared in the doorway to her bedroom. Her arms were folded across her chest, dark hair framing her scowling face. ‘It was on the floor in the bathroom. I’m looking after it properly, that’s all. Unlike him.’

‘You have your own,’ I said, rubbing my forehead and briefly remembering a time when I didn’t have to deal with arguments at seven in the morning. It felt like a million years ago at that moment. ‘Give it back to him and if you find it somewhere it shouldn’t be, tell me or your dad, so we can deal with it.’

There was a moment when I didn’t think she was going to move. Then she turned on her heels and stomped back into her bedroom. JJ had a smirk on his face, enjoying seeing his sister cut down to size.

‘And you,’ I said, turning on him now. ‘Do you realise how much these things cost? If I find you leaving anything that cost more than ten dollars on the bathroom floor – or on any floor for that matter – then they’ll be taken from you and you’ll never see them again. Your tablet, your Switch, whatever it is. Now, go get dressed, JJ.’

I watched him slope off, muttering something under his breath. I waited a few seconds, hoping to catch him saying something he shouldn’t, and then went downstairs when I didn’t. I managed to get ready and also prepare breakfast in under an hour. Some kind of record, which I guessed I shared with millions of other parents across the land that morning. Everything put nicely away when I was done. Couldn’t have Stephanie judging me for a bowl missed.

I liked her just enough that I held my tongue as she judged me.

I watched them leave at eight thirty, feeling that familiar pang of loss as they walked the short distance to where the school bus picked them up. Across the street, Pam Caulfield gave me a smile and a wave. I waved back and went inside before she could start talking at me about the latest uninteresting gossip.

Enjoyed a moment of silence – being alone in the house for those brief few moments before having to leave myself. A silence that was welcomed, but somehow also screamed out to be missed too soon.

I was out the door a few minutes later, pulling out of the driveway and trying not to sing tunelessly along to the radio.

It was a thirty-minute commute into Stamford on a good day. All the way down Merritt Parkway until I reached Exit 34 and then a short drive south into the city.

It was ticking past nine a.m. as I turned left onto Long Ridge, which didn’t give me enough time to stop for a coffee at the diner there. A luxury I sometimes afforded myself.

Fifteen minutes later, I was pulling into the lot outside the office park. My usual spot was empty, as were many beside it. A combination of more businesses moving out and going online, and increasing rent prices, meant the building had seen its tenants reduce in numbers. Still, the board of directors at Better Lives were hanging on.

I always preferred seeing people face to face anyway. Zoom and Teams meetings could never really replace the feeling, the closeness, of being in the same room as a client.

In the lobby, Steve the security guard nodded his head and waved me through. The building could seem small from the outside, but it was still home to a number of other businesses – a massage therapist, an art studio, an acupuncturist, even an escape room that seemed to be clinging on somehow, despite the impossibility of existing during social distancing. Better Lives took up the entire top floor, the elevator opening up to its very own lobby.

Gina on reception gave me the same bright and impossible smile she did every day and a far too cheery ‘good morning’.

‘Morning, Gina,’ I said, placing my bag down on her desk for a moment. ‘Nine thirty is my first, right? Mr Robertson?’

She shook her head and I was already thinking about that diner and what I’d missed out on.

‘Cancelled, sorry. But it’s okay – new client has taken his place.’

I waited a beat, hoping I wouldn’t have to beg for more information.

‘I don’t know much,’ Gina continued, her smile threatening to give me glaucoma. ‘Although she asked for you personally. Said she liked your picture on the website. Given you were free . . .’

‘I’ll take it,’ I said with a sigh, taking the thin manila folder from Gina’s outstretched hand and picking up my bag. ‘Who else is in today?’

‘Everyone,’ Gina replied, as if I should have known. ‘It’s Monday.’

‘How is he?’

Gina made a face, knowing exactly who she was talking about. ‘He’s in one of his moods.’

I rolled my eyes, sharing a smile with her for a moment. ‘Good old Simon, never letting us down.’

‘He’s asked if you’ll meet him later.’

‘Probably wondering why we’re not getting as many clients through the doors. I’m just glad to be seeing people face to face again. I couldn’t do another year on Zoom.’

‘Couldn’t agree more,’ Gina said, leaning forward. ‘You’re best going to prepare, right?’

‘Of course,’ I replied, already moving through the glass doors and past the other offices. Mine was at the end of the hall and I was greeted by the smell of vanilla and pine as I pushed my way inside.

I hung up my jacket and smoothed down my trousers, wishing I’d made the effort to hang them properly in the closet after ironing them a couple of days previously. Jack was always particular enough to get that right, at least. Next to him, I looked like Aunt Sally.

I turned on my computer and made myself a coffee using the machine I kept in my office. Chose a pod at random and carried it back over to the desk when it was finished. Opened up the folder regarding the new client, as I simultaneously opened my email and saw too many new messages to deal with that early in the morning.

The information was sparse. As it tended to be more and more lately, regarding new clients. All I had was a name, an age, and a list of possible issues and complaints.

Anxiety, tired all the time, can’t sleep, insomnia, worry, empty feeling inside, low mood . . .

It was as if someone had googled a list of symptoms and relayed them to whoever had taken her call.

Still, at least it was a new client. I wasn’t about to begin dismissing that things were a little more difficult than they had been.

A few minutes later, the phone on my desk beeped and I lifted the handset. Gina breathlessly announced my new client’s arrival, and I stepped out from behind the desk and walked down the corridor to greet her.

And that was how I met Ella.


2

At first, it was just like every other day. Every other arrival into work. Every other new client.

When you’ve been counselling people – listening to problems, issues, no matter how big or small – for over a decade, things can get a little samey, I guess. Thankfully, I was professional enough to treat anyone new coming into my office with the same respect and openness as if they were my first.

On the surface, anyway. Inside, I would allow my mind to wander. I would think about what I would have for dinner that evening. What new sport JJ had suddenly taken an interest in and how to juggle Olivia’s swimming sessions with Little League or Soccer.

Soccer.

I could almost feel what was left of my family back home in the UK shuddering as I called it that.

The first thought I had when she stood up from the waiting area was that I knew her. That feeling you get sometimes, when you see a face pass you by on the street, or in a crowded room. A sense of familiarity that is stopped in place when you can’t instantly recall a name or a memory of meeting before. An evil déjà vu that can’t be explained.

I stepped forwards in the corridor and offered a hand. After a beat she took it. ‘Nice to meet you. Shall we go straight to my office?’

She nodded back at me, staring at the floor, and then followed me inside.

‘Can I get you anything? A water, coffee?’

The young woman shook her head and sat down carefully on the sofa without a word. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, I guessed from looking at her. I’d already forgotten the personal details in the folder, from the quick glance I’d given it. Not that I would have remembered them if I’d tried harder – I always preferred to learn as much from the client as possible.

I took the chair next to my desk, rather than sitting behind it and creating a barrier between us. A little trick that most people fully understood and expected, I guessed, but important, nonetheless.

‘So, Ella, is it? Do you mind me calling you Ella?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Ella replied, shifting a little on the sofa. Her hands were clasped tightly together on her lap. ‘Do I call you doctor, or something?’

‘No, I’m Sara. No need for formalities.’

Ella nodded softly to herself. She was pale-skinned, a flush of red on her cheeks appearing and disappearing every time she spoke. Her blonde hair had been tied back into a tight ponytail, a hint of make-up that didn’t overwhelm. She was slim, tall as well. I imagined she would be used to a lingering stare from the opposite sex.

‘Are you British?’ Ella said, still not meeting my eye. ‘I mean, if it’s not too personal a question.’

‘I was once,’ I replied with a practised smile. ‘I’ve lived here more than fifteen years now though. Still can’t totally lose the accent, I guess.’

‘Sorry, I just noticed is all.’

‘So, tell me, Ella, what made you come here today.’

Another shift of discomfort. ‘I’m not sure really. I probably shouldn’t have come.’

‘Well, I’m happy you did. Think of this office as somewhere safe, where we can talk about anything or nothing. A confidential place, where all your thoughts can be shared without judgement. We have an hour to chat about anything you’d like, so if you decide that it’s not for you, we’ll have lost nothing but a little bit of time. Doesn’t sound so bad, does it?’

‘I guess not.’

‘Why don’t we start by you telling me a little bit about yourself.’

Ella sighed quietly to herself, letting the silence hang between us for a little while. ‘I’m not sure where to start . . . do you want to know about the things I told the woman over the phone? She called me after I sent the email.’

I shook my head. ‘Let’s start with talking about you. Your background, your life, what brought you here this morning?’

Ella swallowed and looked past me towards the window, as if she was hoping someone was hovering there to answer for her. She shook her head almost imperceptibly and resumed looking at the floor again. ‘I don’t know how this type of thing works. I’ve never done this before.’

‘Well, why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself.’

‘I guess you know my name. I had to give my age and address to the woman on the phone.’

‘Okay, but that’s not really you, is it?’

Her head snapped towards me, looking me in the eye for the first time. I thought at first there was anger in her look, but I quickly realised it was fear.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Those are just facts, Ella. I’m more interested in you as a person,’ I said, trying to placate her. Soothe her, before she tried to run out of the office. I’d had that happen to me before. A fair few times, if I was truthful. Sometimes, people found this office to be the worst place in the world, despite my intentions. Despite the nice décor, the plants carefully chosen, the prints on the wall of Monet and Matisse paintings. The muted colours, the soft furnishings. Despite my intentionally soft tone, my welcoming nature.

Sometimes, none of that mattered when you were asking people to confront the things in their lives they most wanted to change. When you didn’t have all the answers. When you didn’t have an instant fix.

Ella looked away but seemed to accept my reply. ‘I’m not sure any of that matters though. Maybe I should just tell you why I’m here?’

‘We can get to that,’ I said, leaning back a little in my chair and letting the folder drop onto the side table next to me. ‘First, I’m more interested in your background. To give me a fuller picture. This is about you, Ella. The time we spend together, you’re the most important person in the room.’

There was silence again, which I decided to wait out. I studied her, wondering if that sense of familiarity would make itself known to me. I couldn’t think of a single occasion when I’d seen her before, but that feeling wouldn’t leave me.

‘I live on my own,’ Ella said, her voice breaking the silence with a shock. ‘I mean, I don’t have a roommate or anything. I moved out of my parents’ house when I went to college and just never went back.’

‘I see,’ I said, already making assumptions I wasn’t supposed to. Already mentally forming a picture of a young woman, living alone, probably working in a job she hadn’t anticipated doing when she went to college. Unable to form relationships that lasted longer than a Tinder match and a one-night stand.

I had to put that all to one side, of course. Pretend everyone who walked into my office was different, with unique and varied reasons for ending up with the need to speak to someone like me.

The dirty little secret that I, and so many others in my profession, knew was that you ended up seeing mostly the same people over and over. Moms who didn’t know how to cope with all the pressures of family life, middle-aged men who couldn’t deal with the choices they made and needed validation that having an affair wasn’t all that bad and was probably because of their childhood anyway. And young people.

Young people. More than ever before.

Teenagers who felt under pressure daily to be someone or something they weren’t. In my first ten years of practice, I hadn’t seen as many teenagers . . . children, really, as I did now. Social media had changed everything. While Ella was mid-twenties, it seemed to me that teenage strife was extending itself by a few years.

‘I’m okay on my own though,’ Ella continued, as thoughts flew through my mind. ‘I like it for the most part.’

‘I enjoy my own company too,’ I said, sensing an early opportunity to build rapport. ‘Sometimes, I’ll take a walk down to the beach near where I live. Just look out to the sea and enjoy the quiet. It gives me a bit of a recharge, you know? It’s always good to have that reset, do you think?’

I could see her eyes brighten a little, but she still refused to look up from where her hands lay in her lap. ‘I like that too.’

‘So, you live near the coast?’

‘No, not really. But I’ll drive down every now and again. It’s not that far away.’

‘Same, I guess, for me.’

‘Do you live close by?’

I shook my head. Careful. ‘Not too long a commute here.’

She finally looked towards me. ‘Not Greenwich. I think you would have lost the accent quicker if it had been. I’m guessing east of here. Westport or Fairfield.’

I didn’t react. I had learned that most of the time, when a patient tried to get into my personal life, it was because they were hoping for some sort of reaction. Some sort of denial or acceptance. I knew it was just a way of giving them the opportunity to not share something difficult themselves. A deflection from something painful they themselves were feeling. A sense of power that they didn’t feel over anything else in their life.

This didn’t usually happen within a few minutes of them coming into my office though.

‘You might be right,’ I said, keeping my voice soft and open. ‘You might be wrong. But we’re here to talk about you, aren’t we? You live alone, but what about friends and family? Are you close?’

She held my gaze for a few moments, then looked away. ‘I have a couple of friends. Not many. Not any more.’

‘Family?’

Ella showed the first hint of exasperation, her jaw moving as if she were grinding her teeth. ‘I still speak to my mom, but not as much as I used to. I see them during the holidays.’

I nodded and leaned forwards. ‘This is a safe space for you, Ella. Feel free to speak about anything you like. If you don’t want to talk about your family or friends right now, we can come back to it. Why don’t we talk about why you got in touch with us here at Better Lives? What prompted you to reach out?’

Ella looked up and fixed me with a cold gaze. I didn’t blink, waiting for her to speak.

‘I had to come here. I needed to speak to someone.’

‘Okay,’ I replied, feeling a sense of relief that she was finally beginning to talk. ‘Start wherever you’d like then, rather than me trying to lead you somewhere you don’t want to go right now.’

‘I don’t really want to be here,’ Ella said, closing her eyes for a few moments and lifting her head towards the ceiling. ‘I just feel like I’m going to explode if I don’t talk to someone. If I don’t talk to you.’

‘I’m listening,’ I replied, hoping she wasn’t an avid watcher of a particular TV sitcom. ‘Talk freely, Ella.’

She didn’t wait. Didn’t give any preamble. Just laid it out for me, in a single sentence.

‘I killed someone.’
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