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Lou is pretending to be asleep, but out of the corner of her eye she is watching the woman opposite put on her make-up. She always finds it fascinating, watching other women do this, constructing themselves, on the train. Lou never wears make-up, really, other than for very special occasions, and although she can understand it saves time, she finds it odd  choosing to make the transformation from private to public persona whilst commuting. It takes away the mystery, covering the blemishes, thickening the lashes, widening the eyes, plumping the cheeks, surrounded by people. And on the seven forty-four to Victoria, Lou is surrounded by people: most of them silent; many of them asleep, or at least dozing; some of them reading, and a few, a minority, chatting.

The woman on the seat adjacent to her, separated by the aisle, is one such person. Lou has her iPod on, softly, so she cant hear what she is saying, although from the tilt of the womans head, its clear she is talking to a man to her right. Lou shifts in her seat, adjusts her parka hood, damp from a cycle ride through drizzle to the station, so as to view them better round the fur lining. They are married. Matching rings, circling fingers circling cardboard coffee cups, betray this. The woman, Lou decides, is around forty. Lou cant observe her full on, but she appears to have the sort of face Lou likes. Her profile is interesting, attractive, if with faint traces of a jowl; her hair a thick curtain of chestnut brown. From what Lou can see of him, her husband is not quite as good looking; he is heavyset, greying  Lou reckons he is ten years his wifes senior, maybe more  but his face is kind. There is a gentleness in his expression and the lines around his mouth, deep crevices, suggest he likes to laugh. The woman leans affectionately against his shoulder. Before him is a thick paperback, the latest best-seller, but hes not reading it; instead he strokes her hand, slowly, softly. Lou has a small pang of jealousy. She envies their tenderness and the way they show it without a second thought.

The train pulls into Burgess Hill. It is pouring now, and weary commuters shake and close their umbrellas as they board. There is the sharp blow of a whistle to hurry them, and as the doors slide shut, Lou returns her gaze to the young woman opposite. Now she has finished applying shadow to her eyes, they have more emphasis: it is as if her whole face has acquired definition, an edge. Except the lips, still pale, appear bereft. Lou thinks she looked just as good without make-up: sweeter somehow, more vulnerable. Either way, though, she is pretty. And her hair, a mass of Fusilli blonde curls, is so ebullient, so springy, so different in texture from her own spiked and mousy crop, that Lou wants to reach out and touch it.

Lou watches as the young woman turns attention to her lips. Suddenly, the young woman stops, Cupids bow comically half pinked in, like an unfinished china doll. Lou follows her gaze back to the couple; the man has unexpectedly, embarrassingly, vomited. All down his jacket, his shirt, his tie, theres a stream of frothy, phlegmy milk, and bits of half-digested croissant, like babys sick.

Lou unhooks one earphone, surreptitiously.

Oh, Lord! the woman is saying, frantically wiping the mess with the too-small napkin thats come with her coffee. To no avail: with an infant gurgle, the man pukes again. This time it goes all over his wifes wrist, splashes her chiffon blouse; even, horror, lands in the curtain of her hair.

I dont know he says, gasping, and Lou sees he is sweating, profusely, repugnantly, not normally at all. Then he adds, Im sorry . . .

Lou is just thinking she knows what it is  the man is clutching his chest now  and she sits bolt upright, any pretence of discretion gone, when, boof! A thud and he lands, face down, on the table. And then he is still. Utterly still. For a few seconds  or so it seems  no one does anything. Lou simply watches his spilt coffee, follows the beige trail, drip drip drip, along the window ledge, down the side of the cream Formica table and onto the floor. Outside, rain-drenched trees and fields still whoosh by.

Then, pandemonium.

Simon! Simon! His wife has jumped up, is shouting.

Simon does not respond.

As his spouse shakes him, Lou catches a glimpse of his face, mouth open, sick still damp on his cheek, before he falls back, head lolling. She is sure she recognizes him; shes seen him on this train before.

Jesus! says a disgruntled man opposite, shaking out his copy of the Telegraph. What the devils wrong with him? He drunk or something? He harrumphs, judgement plain.

Its as though his disapproval galvanizes Lou. Hes having a heart attack, for fucks sake! She leaps to her feet, ancient Health & Safety training, Girl Guide badges, episodes of ER, all coming back in a rush. Call the guard, somebody!

Another man, young, scruffy, goatee-bearded, next to the woman who has been putting on her make-up, flings down his plastic bag, gets to his feet. Which way? he asks Lou, as if she knows everything.

Middle carriage! cries the wife.

The young man looks unsure.

That way, says Lou, pointing to the front end of the train, and off he runs.

***

Three carriages along, Anna is treating herself to her favourite glossy magazine. In two stops she has devoured the lead article about a pop princess in rehab, and now shes onto the Most Wanted section, where she spies a jacket she hopes might suit her, from a chain store, new in for spring, very reasonably priced. She is just folding over the page as a reminder to check it out in her lunch hour when a young man with a goatee knocks her elbow as he rushes past.

Thanks, she mutters sarcastically. Annoying Brighton hippies, she thinks.

A few seconds later he returns at speed, the guard following closely. She reassesses the situation  both look anxious. Perhaps something is up.

Then the drivers voice can be heard over the speakers: Are there any doctors or nurses aboard? If so, please contact the guard in carriage E.

How will people know where carriage E is? Anna thinks. But apparently they do know  barely ten seconds later two women charge past her, handbags flying behind. Anna raises her eyebrows at the passengers opposite. Such consternation is a rarity on the seven forty-four, where there is an unspoken rule of quietness and consideration. It is a bit alarming.

Shortly, the train pulls into Wivelsfield. Why are we stopping here? Anna worries. We normally speed straight through. She hopes it is just a signal, but fears it is something more sinister. Five minutes later, her disquiet has grown, and she is not alone: all about her people are getting impatient and shifting restlessly in their seats. Anna needs the train to be on time if she is not to be late for the office. She works freelance, and although she is on a long-term contract, her employers are pedantic about timekeeping. They run a tight ship, and the boss has been known to wait scowling in reception, checking for tardy arrivals.

There is a fuff fuff  of exhaling air into a microphone and another announcement: Im sorry but a passenger has been taken seriously ill on board. Were going to be here for a few minutes while we wait for an ambulance.

Her heart sinks and she thinks, why cant they take whoever it is off the train and wait for an ambulance there? Then she berates herself for being uncharitable: one glance at the rain-soaked platform answers her question. It is February, chilly.

She is too distracted to read, so looks out of the window, watching the rain hit grey paving and gathering in pools where the surface is uneven. Wivelsfield, she thinks, where the hell is that? It is not somewhere she has ever visited; she has only been through it on the train.

Ten minutes turn to fifteen, twenty, with no further announcement. By this time, people are texting on their mobiles, or calling strings of unidentifiable numbers, most with voices low. Some, less neighbourly, loudly state their lack of sympathy  Not sure whats wrong, someone taken ill, apparently, probably a bloody drug addict . . .  whilst others seem to enjoy the opportunity to convey a sense of their own importance  Sorry, Jane, Ian here, going to be late for the Board. Get them to hold off, will you, till I get there? and so on.

Then, at last, Anna sees three figures in Day-Glo anoraks rushing past the window, guiding a stretcher. Thank heavens: shouldnt be long now.

She keeps her eyes fixed on the platform, expecting to see the stretcher returning with a body strapped to it, pushed at speed. But instead the tired concrete wall just stares back at her, the rain keeps falling, filling the hollows of the yellow Mind the Gap warnings with more water.

Finally, a tap, a splutter, then: I apologize again, ladies and gentlemen, it looks as if were going to be here for an unforeseeable duration. Were unable to move the passenger. If I could just ask you to be patient, well let you know as soon as we have news.

There is a collective sigh, more shuffling.

How annoying, thinks Anna before she can stop herself, then, more benignly: how very odd. She certainly doesnt buy the drug addict theory  Brightons smack-heads are hardly known for catching the morning commuter train, for goodness sake. So obviously someone is genuinely ill. Yet she is worried about her boss, her colleagues; she has heaps on that day. Her thoughts  a tangle of self-interest and altruism  seem in sync with the passengers opposite: frowns mixing exasperation and concern.

Why cant they be moved? says the man opposite eventually, breaking taboo by speaking to strangers on the train. He is tall, bespectacled, with closely shaven hair and an immaculately starched collar, a Norman Rockwell painting made manifest.

Perhaps whoever it is has got a spinal injury, says the passenger next to him, an apple-shaped elderly woman. The way she adjusts her posture to create space between the two of them as she speaks suggests shes not travelling with him. They wouldnt be able to move the neck.

He nods. Possibly.

Anna is not so sure. Bit strange, though: how would you get a spinal injury on a train?

Perhaps someones died. Anna turns, sees a young girl next to her. Lank black hair, facial piercings. Gothic.

Ooh, goodness, no, gasps the elderly woman, worried. Surely not?

Could be, agrees Norman Rockwell. Would explain why we have to stay here. Theyll have to get the police.

Certify death, says the Goth.

Suddenly Annas magazine doesnt seem quite the same. It usually provides her weekly fix of fun, fashion, style and gossip; she knows its shallow but reckons she deserves it, and anyway, it covers wider issues too. Then, as if to mirror her thoughts, she turns the page and sees just such an article: a picture of a young Afghan woman, whose body has been horrifically scarred by burns.

Anna shudders.

***

For Lou the sight of passengers ducking their heads as two men hoist a stretcher up and over the seats is almost farcical. The stretcher is an awkward shape, even with the crossbar and wheels removed  bigger than any suitcase  and the whole experience seems unreal, filmic, or, more precisely, like an episode of a television drama. Only TV you can turn off, whereas here shes forced to watch  how can she not, with it all happening inches away?

For the last ten minutes, two young women  nurses, apparently on their way to work at a hospital in Haywards Heath  have been trying to resuscitate the man, with increasing desperation. They have checked if he is breathing, felt for a pulse in his neck and then, with the help of the guard, pulled him onto the floor so as to get him horizontal. All this right by Lous feet, before she had time to move, so she has been pinned in, witnessing the horror unfurl. Theyve taken it in turns, one nurse pumping pumping pumping with her palms flat on his chest, the movements so deliberate and assertive as to seem vicious, while the other has been breathing into his mouth, perhaps every thirty pumps or so. When the nurse pumping has tired, theyve swapped over.

Through it all, the mans wife stands in the aisle, helpless. She is utterly silent, her attention flipping from one nurse to the other and back to her husband, her face contorted with worry.

It all happens so fast in the end. The paramedics arrive, the nurse at his mouth stops, looks up and shakes her head  a tiny gesture but significant. No joy.

The paramedics manage to tilt the stretcher sideways, slide him onto it and swiftly propel him to the much wider space by the train doors. The few passengers standing there shift hurriedly to create room. Lou sees oxygen, a defibrillator, drugs  an injection  theres a cry of Stand clear! and they shock him.

Nothing.

And again.

Nothing.

Again.

Still nothing.

Everyone in the train carriage is transfixed. It is not just morbid fascination  it is an inability to comprehend what is happening, shock. What are they going to do? But the guard misinterprets the slack jaws, the wide eyes  whether out of sympathy for the man and his wife or a desire to take control, it doesnt really matter  the upshot is the same. He barks an order, loud enough for everybody to hear: Can you all please leave the carriage at once.

So Lou gathers up her things  her mobile, her iPod, her rucksack  in many ways thankful to be given permission to move. On the adjacent table the mans book remains; not that he will need it, now. Lou zips her coat, pulls up the hood and heads out of the doors into the rain.

Another announcement follows, this time a request over the speaker system that all passengers disembark from the train, and soon Lou is surrounded by people, mystified, looking in confusion for the exit at a station they do not know.

***

Anna has to fight to create the space to raise her umbrella. The platform is heaving, but she is damned if shes going to get her hair wet as well as everything else  she hates it when it goes even slightly wavy, which it will if she is not careful. Today it would be especially galling as she got up early, whilst it was still pitch black outside, to wash and blow-dry it for a meeting. Thankfully, Anna is tall and her brolly has one of those automatic buttons that makes it open with an efficient poof! She raises it safely above the throng and bingo, she is sheltered from the worst.

Next to her is the rotund elderly woman and inching along just in front is Norman Rockwell.

What the devil are we supposed to do now? he asks.

Theyll lay on buses, says the elderly woman.

Anna doesnt know how the woman knows  it is not as if this sort of thing happens every day  but takes her word for it. Where on earth will they get enough buses for everyone? Her mind is only just catching up with events.

I guess theyll have to bring them from Brighton, says Norman.

Fuck that, says a fourth voice  it is the Goth girl, wedged behind Anna. Theyll be hours. I give up. Im going home.

I cant, thinks Anna. If only she could. But she has clients coming in for a presentation, plus if she doesnt make it into the office, she simply doesnt get paid, and she is the main breadwinner.

Regardless of whether they are heading for the buses or back to Brighton, they all have to shuffle the same way. The exit and the opposite platform are beyond the covered area of the platform with its worn walls and peeling advertisements, down some steps at the far end of the station. Shoulders jostle and elbows nudge  some people insist on talking and texting on their mobiles, which only slows matters further, so it seems to take an age before they are down the stairs, past the ticket office, and outside.

Here Anna pauses for a moment to take stock. It is an incongruous sight  several hundred people in so small a space. The place is tiny  there is not even a proper station building, just a little ticket office halfway down the stairs. Although there are probably a thousand stations like it up and down the country, it is hardly designed for the mass exodus of all bar two of the passengers from a packed tencarriage commuter train. There is not even a proper car park. And no bus stop that Anna can see, let alone any buses.

Shit.

But at that very moment, with a swoosh through the puddles, a white Ford Mondeo pulls up and stops beside her. A taxi. For a brief moment, Anna thinks, impressed: blimey, someones ordered that, how organized, before she realizes that maybe no one has, that this is a station, albeit a small one, so there might well be taxis anyway. The light on its roof is on; it is for hire. The crowd lurches forward  competition is fierce. But the back passenger door is right at her side  it is now or never. She opens it, leans in, and asks the driver: Are you free?

The opposite door opens simultaneously. She sees a furtrimmed hood, an anxious face. Haywards Heath? asks the other woman.

Im happy to share, suggests Anna.

Whatever, the taxi driver grunts in approbation. Its all in a mornings work for him. A fare is a fare.

Before he has time to renege on the offer, the two women get in.
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Anna exhales, Phew.

Rain is thundering on the car roof, as if to underline their good fortune.

That was a stroke of luck, says the woman in the parka, pushing down her hood and wriggling out of her rucksack. She is compactly built and supple and seems practised at the manoeuvre. That poor guy, she says, sitting back.

What was it? asks Anna.

Heart attack, says the parka woman.

Did he die, do you think?

Im afraid so.

Oh, Lord.

I know, awful. He was travelling with his wife, too.

How do you know?

I was sitting next to them. The other side of the aisle.

Gosh. That must have been a horrible thing to witness.

Yes, nods the parka woman.

And there I was, complaining that all this was just inconvenient, Anna castigates herself. The Goth was obviously right. What does it matter, really, if Im a bit late for work? She voices her thoughts: Its not exactly how youd choose to go, is it? Youd rather die flying a kite with your grandchildren, or at a great party or something. Not on the seven forty-four.

Oi, ladies, the driver interrupts before she has a chance to continue. He is listening to a crackling and distorted voice over his radio. No point going to Haywards Heath. Apparently the trains from there are at a standstill. Whole lots buggered.

They cant do that, surely? asks Anna.

Ooh, they can, believe me, says the driver. You know what its like on the Brighton line  its a single track each way from Haywards Heath to the coast. Only takes one train to scupper it.

The two women look at each other.

The driver chivvies, So where do you want me to take you?

Home? suggests the parka woman.

Wheres home? asks the other.

Brighton, says the parka woman, then clarifies, Kemptown.

Annas mind whirrs. Anorak, boyish face, cropped and gelled hair, no make-up, jeans, rucksack, Kemptown address: shes gay. Kemptown is not that far from Annas house: its so tempting, but  I cant, she explains. I have to get to London.

I guess I should go too, agrees the parka woman. Just quite nice to have an excuse for once.

Ive got a meeting, says Anna.

What times it at?

Ten.

Anna looks at her watch. Its eight thirty-five now. Typical, isnt it? she says. Normally the seven forty-four gets me to work fine.

But theyll understand, wont they? says the parka woman. Someone has just died on board. She laughs, but it doesnt seem unkind; rather it is a comment on the ludicrousness of their situation. She pauses, assessing. Cant you just ring and explain youll be late?

Anna imagines the bulldog stance of her boss in reception and isnt so sure.

Ladies, the driver cuts in again. They are approaching traffic lights at a crossroads. I need a decision. Where are you going?

Anna catches his eye in the mirror. She is sure he is smirking, enjoying this. I really need to get to London, she reiterates. She doesnt want to leave her colleagues in the lurch. Not to make it would compel one of them to present in her place  no fun at short notice, Anna knows. She leans forward, close to his ear. How much to take us there?

Depends where.

She wonders: where would suit her and hopefully the other woman, and not be too difficult in terms of rush hour traffic? Clapham Junction?

Wheres your meeting? asks the parka woman.

Cheyne Walk off the Kings Road  I can get lots of buses from the station.

Fine by me, agrees the parka woman. Ill get a train from Clapham up to Victoria.

Ill do it for seventy quid, says the driver. Theyre stopped at traffic lights.

Anna does a rapid calculation. Its not unreasonable for sixty miles or so. On her daily rate it is worth it  she will lose much more than that if she doesnt show. She glances at the parka woman. She looks hesitant  Anna is aware that not everyone earns as much as she does.

Im happy to pay fifty quid of it, she offers. I really do need to get there.

Oh, that wouldnt be fair.

I get paid by the day, she explains. So Im fine to, honestly.

Are you sure?

Yes.

Um . . .

Really, its fine. Id be paying it on my own otherwise.

OK then. Thank you, the parka woman smiles, appreciative.

Great. Anna leans forward to the driver again. Do it.

So he flicks up the indicator, turns left and heads towards the motorway

***

I guess I might as well introduce myself. Im Lou. Lou turns to face the other woman and thrusts out her hand.

Her fellow passenger is not conventionally pretty, but she is striking nonetheless. She must be in her early forties  whereas Lou is ten years younger  and she has a strong, angular face with Cleopatra dark hair, styled poker-straight. Her make-up is bold: a gash of lipstick, dark shadow that makes no apology for deliberately intensifying brown eyes. It signals confidence, an effect compounded by her height and long limbs. She is slim and well dressed, in a smart navy trench coat, and her large snakeskin handbag looks expensive. The overall effect is of someone intelligent yet daunting.

Im Anna, she returns. Her hand is cold, bony; her grasp assured and firm. But she is generous and empathetic, Lou has noticed already; clearly she is not that hard.

Where are you going? Lou asks.

I work in Chelsea. My meeting is at the office. You?

Im on my way to Hammersmith. There is a moments silence. Im a youth worker, Lou adds.

Ah, Anna nods.

Though she loves her job, Lou is conscious her profession is not particularly glamorous or well remunerated. Whilst she has no idea exactly what this woman who works off the Kings Road does, she supposes its far more high-flying, and somehow wants her approval. But she doesnt get the chance to elaborate on why she does what she does because next Anna swivels her hips and tucks her left foot under her, so as to face Lou as fully as possible.

So tell me, she urges. What happened on the train?

Lou recounts the events as best she can remember.

There simply wasnt time for anyone to resuscitate him, Lou finishes. The nurses were there in next to no time, and they tried . . . God knows they tried. She shivers, recollecting. But it was over so fast. One minute he was drinking his coffee, the next, so it seems  gone.

The poor woman he was with! Anna says, aghast. Just imagine that, leaving for work with your husband, thinking it was just a normal day, and then suddenly he keels over and dies. Right beside you. Oh, I really feel sorry for her.

***

So do you live in Brighton too, then? asks Lou, once theyre on the motorway. The driver puts his foot down and soon theyre doing a steady seventy miles per hour. Gorse bushes just beginning to bud yellow flash by on the embankment.

Yes.

Where are you?

Seven Dials. You know it?

Of course, retorts Lou. Ive lived in Brighton for nearly ten years.

Ah, well. This makes it worthwhile to be more precise. Im on Charminster Street. Lou looks blank. Between Old Shoreham Road and Dyke Road.

Oh, yeah! Lou exclaims. Lovely little white Victorian houses, office block at the end of the street.

Thats it. Its a bit scruffy, but I like it.

Is it just you?

She sounds genuinely interested and Anna sees her glance at her finger  presumably to check if she is married. How funny, Anna thinks, were both looking for signals, assessing. Nonetheless, she pauses. It is not a subject on which she likes to be drawn. Um, no . . . I live with my partner.

Lou picks up her cue, and changes the subject. So, do you always work in London?

Mostly, yes. You?

Four days a week. I wouldnt want to commute the full five.

No, it does get tiring. Anna experiences a flush of resentment: if Steve earned more, she wouldnt need to travel so much. But she doesnt say this. Instead she takes a deep breath and says, more positively: I love being in Brighton though. So it is worth it. She smiles, thinking affectionately of the terraced home she has put so much time and energy into decorating, with its patio garden and views out over the Downs. Then there is her handful of close friends conveniently nearby; the Lanes, jostling with one-off shops and equally eclectic people; the steep shingle of the beach and beyond it, the sea . . . That, perhaps above all else, makes the commute worthwhile: the grey, the green and the blue of it; the crashing, the calm and the choppiness of it; the never-the-same-two-days-in-a-row of it: ah, the sea . . .

Lou interrupts her thoughts. I like being in Brighton too.

So where are you in Kemptown? Anna asks. I do hope youre not going to tell me youve got a whole house on the seafront there! She is joking, of course: the Regency houses overlooking the beach in Kemptown are huge. Not merely that, they are magnificent; elegant cream stucco frontages, giant windows rising floor to ceiling, rooms of breathtaking proportions with marble fireplaces and elaborate plaster cornices  to own a whole one would be a dream.

Lou laughs. Hardly. I live in a little attic flat  its not much bigger than a studio really.

Something about the way she uses I, not we, suggests Lou is living alone. Anna clarifies, So I presume you dont share?

Lou laughs again. She has an infectious laugh: deep, throaty, uninhibited. God no, theres barely room to swing a cat.

And where is it, if you dont mind my asking?

On Magdalene Street.

Ooh. Does that mean you can see the sea?

Yes, from the living-room bay, down the bottom of the road. I think estate agents call it an oblique sea view. And Ive got a tiny roof terrace where you can see the sea and the pier.

How lovely. Anna is wistful. She has always fantasized about having her own garret. Fleetingly, she imagines a different life for herself: one where she doesnt have so many commitments; where there is no mortgage to pay, no Steve, and she is free to pursue her own creativity . . .

Enough of that: she cant change it, and anyway, she wants to know more about Lou. It must be great for nightlife round there, she says, hoping to prompt revelations. Lou lives in the heart of Brightons gay district and there are dozens of pubs and clubs at hand where Anna imagines all sorts of exciting things happen.

Sometimes a bit too good, replies Lou. It can get a bit noisy.

Thats a bit tame, thinks Anna. Shed wanted tales of wild drug-taking and lesbian threesomes. If her own existence is circumscribed these days, she can at least live vicariously. Then again, if there are interesting aspects to Lous life, she is hardly likely to confess all to a stranger in a taxi.

***

Half an hour into the journey, Lou has decided that Anna seems OK, but is still unsure if they have much in common. Lou is a good judge of character on the whole; years of working as a counsellor have honed an innate skill, so she tends to assess individuals well. She is perhaps less shrewd when it comes to judging women she fancies, when sexual attraction can get in the way. But she has seen many straight women  and men too, come to that  make poor judgements when lust muddies perception, so at least she is not alone.

Anyhow, Anna is clearly straight, and not Lous type physically. Nonetheless, she is intrigued. She loves nothing more than delving into peoples psyches; it is the same curiosity that has her watching strangers on the train, mapping out lives for them, piecing together the evidence. And it is also what drives her professionally; she loves getting to the bottom of what makes complex  though often tragically self-destructive  young people tick.

In spite of Annas polished exterior, which suggests a more materialistic bent than Lou herself, Lou reckons there might be more to her than her travelling companions unruffled presentation suggests. There have been little signals, along the way. She has made no mention of any offspring, and most women would do, given the nature of the conversation they have been having about their respective homes. So Lou reckons she doesnt have children, which is relatively unusual for a woman of her age. But more interesting is the way Anna hesitated before mentioning her partner; Lou reckons there is a story there. She is quick to pick up when someone is hiding something  not least because in certain situations, she does it herself. Plus there is the way Anna is sensitive to the needs of others, even when she is taking control. They did what Anna wanted ultimately, after all, yet she offered to pay Lous share. It hints at a sharp mind and a complex character, and Lous curiosity is piqued.

I wonder, she muses, as they pull off the M23 and onto the dual carriageway into the drab outskirts of Coulsdon, whether well ever see each other after today? Shes used to journeying up to London on her own in the morning, using the space to gather her thoughts. Still, it would be nice to have someone to chat to from time to time, when she is in the mood. Maybe, if Anna is on the seven forty-four as often as she says she is, they will see each other on board. That said, it is a long train and always packed with people. Being on it at the same time is no guarantee their paths will cross again.
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Karen is standing in a car park. Exactly how she has got here or how long she has been here, she is not sure. It is only when, fingers trembling, she tries to light a cigarette that she realizes it is raining. The white paper becomes peppered with droplets that expand and turn it soggy. She looks up; grey clouds skid across the sky. She tilts her head right back. Her face is rapidly covered in water. She should be able to feel it, cool and wet on her skin, but she cant. She opens her mouth to see if she can taste it, but though her mouth fills with raindrops, she cant. She is shivering, but she cant sense the cold.

She tries to locate herself. A large sign, white type out of blue, announces:

ROYAL SUSSEX COUNTY HOSPITAL

Seems to make some kind of sense. What is she supposed to do now?

Simon is dead.

Dead.

Even though she repeats the word to herself, even though she has seen him die, right in front of her, it is not real. Even though she has watched as two nurses tried to revive him on a train and some paramedics tried to shock his heart into working  they tried again and again, and in the ambulance too. Even though a doctor confirmed he was dead a few minutes ago and recorded the time of death; it is still not real, not at all.

They let her be with Simon in A&E  there were tubes everywhere. Now they are moving him to the mortuary  to the viewing room, apparently, where theyve suggested she might like to spend some more time with his body. But she wanted a cigarette, first, so somehow she has ended up out here, bewildered, numb.

Numb.

She repeats this word too, aloud this time. She has a weird recollection. Dont they say that feeling numb is the first stage of grief?

She supposes she ought to do something about the children. What time is it? Where are they? Ah, yes, of course, today they are with the childminder: Tracy.

Tracys number, yes, right  it is on her mobile.

Oh dear, it is raining; so it is, of course. She had best move out of the rain; her phone will get wet.

Karen sees there is a big glass awning at the entrance to the hospital, a few paces away. There are people beneath it, chatting. She joins them. Briefly, now she is under cover, she is conscious she is drenched. Her fringe is sticking to her forehead in rats tails and there are rivulets of cold water running down the back of her neck; even her suede pumps are soaked  how horrible.

She gets the phone out of her Liberty-print shopper  the bag she uses to carry paperwork when she has it, and which today also contains the March issue of Good Housekeeping, her purse, lipstick and a comb, a bottle of water and her cigarettes. Her mobile, a basic model with a worn leather case, which her children have covered in ghastly sparkly stickers, has Tracys number listed in the address book. She is sure theres a quicker way to find it  speed dial or something  but cant remember how it works. So she scrolls down the alphabetic list and is just about to press the green button and dial when she stops.

What on earth is she doing? What is she planning to say? Luke, Molly, Daddys dead. Come to the hospital and see the body? Theyre five and three, for Gods sake. They wont understand. She doesnt understand.

Jesus. Jesus.

No, what Karen needs is to speak to her friend, her best friend. She will know what to do: she always does. This is one number she knows automatically without having to think. Fingers still shaking, Karen punches in the digits.

***

Not far from Clapham Junction, the taxi is stuck in traffic. The driver has made excellent time up the M23, wound through the depressing suburban sprawl of Croydon, Norbury and Streatham at an impressive rate despite dozens of sets of lights, but so far it has taken them about twenty minutes to get down St Johns Hill.

Anna is just beginning to feel twinges of impatience, when there is a vibrating against her hip: her phone. Soon it is ringing increasingly loudly from the depths of her snakeskin bag. She rummages around. Damn  where is it? Finally she feels smooth metal and pulls out a neat, clam-shaped device.

Hurriedly she flicks it open, knowing she only has seconds before voicemail clicks in.

Hiya! she says, happy to see the name that comes up on the screen.

Anna? checks a voice, thin, plaintive.

Yes, its me. That you?

The voice on the other end cracks. Yes.

It sounds as if there is something the matter. Hey, hey, says Anna, adopting a gentler tone and leaning into the mouthpiece to make herself heard. Whats happened?

Its  its  Simon. The voice  so familiar to Anna  is strangely small.

What about him? Anna is confused.

Hes There is a pause. A long pause.

What? Anna is insistent  now she is worried.

Hes . . . Then everything rushes through Annas head at once. She has a terrible premonition: she knows whats coming next, but it cant be, no, it cant  then, finally, dreadfully, confirmation; the word is there, out, in the cab, real. . . . dead.

Oh, my God! cries Anna. Thoughts hurtle. What is this  some kind of sick joke?

What is it? says Lou, immediately grabbing Annas knee.

Anna shakes her hand, motioning that quiet is called for. What  when  ?

Just now  this morning  on the train 

What? The seven forty-four to Victoria? No!

Yes. The voice is barely audible. How did you know?

But I was on that train! exclaims Anna. Christ, I dont believe it! Oh, oh, Karen Instinctively, she starts to cry; giant tears plop forth before she can stop herself. It is not even sorrow, really; the information hasnt even sunk in. It is shock. Karen and Simon are her friends. Karen is her best friend. Still, she has to get the facts straight. But what were you doing on that train? You never normally get that train  thats the one I get.

Yes, I suppose it must be, says Karen. I didnt think.

Shit. All at once Anna realizes this is no joke. It makes sense. You had to sign the mortgage papers today, no?

Yes, says Karen, scarcely above a whisper. We were going up to London together, to the solicitors, before Simon went on to work. It seemed to make sense to do it like that. And then I had some shopping to do. I was going to Hamleys to get a birthday present for Luke.

At this point, the taxi driver interrupts. Im sorry, love, he says, his manner less brusque this time. But were here.

What? Anna looks out of the window; sees a flower stall, a splash of colours and foliage, and up above it, a large red sign:

CLAPHAM JUNCTION

Oh, oh, right. She gathers up her bag. Hang on a minute, Karen, hang on, just need to pay for this taxi. Stay there, right there  Ill be with you in a tick.

Its OK, says Lou. You get out  carry on  Ill get this, dont worry. Youre all right, well sort it in a sec.

Anna nods her head, grateful. Thanks. She opens the taxi door and somehow manoeuvres herself from the car onto the pavement, still holding her phone open precariously so as not to lose Karen. Lou pays the driver  luckily she seems to have enough cash  and follows her.

You still there? Anna checks.

Yes, says Karen.

Just a second. Despite everything, Anna wants to settle up. She digs deep into her bag for her purse but just as she pulls it out, she drops it.

Lou retrieves it. I can wait, she says, handing it back. Please. You just carry on.

Are you sure?

Lou nods and diplomatically steps to one side so as not to be intrusive.

Anna returns to Karen. Where are you?

At the hospital, says Karen.

Which hospital? Haywards Heath?

No, Brighton. For some reason they brought us here  I suppose its because they have a cardiac ward or something.

Oh, right. So, tell me, what happened, exactly? Although shes heard the story from Lou already, Anna has to hear it again from Karen to make sure the experiences tally and to grasp the fact that its real.

We were sitting on the train, together, this morning, you know, everything was normal, when  I dont know  we were chatting, we had a coffee each, and  suddenly  he had a heart attack.

What? Just from nowhere?

Well, the funny thing is, he had been complaining of indigestion on the way to the station. But you know Simon, hes always getting heartburn, he gets so wound up about stuff, and  well, to be honest, I thought it was nothing. Just nerves, about the new house, signing the papers.

Anna nods, although theres no way Karen can see her. So, what Anna hesitates, unsure if shes being insensitive, but ploughs on anyway. There have never been many barriers between herself and Karen. Did it just come on all of a sudden, or what?

Yeah. He was right beside me. It all happened in minutes . . . He was sick, fell forward, knocked over his coffee. Then nurses came running, tried to resuscitate him, and everyone had to get off the train, then there was an ambulance and we were taken to hospital. They took him to A&E . . . Then I had to talk to the police, and the hospital chaplain  there were so many people. But the doctor said there was nothing anyone could have done. Karens voice tails off to a whisper again. Apparently he died immediately. Just like that.

Anna is reeling. She leans against the pillar of the flower stall for support. Er  er . . . Let me think . . . Where did you say you were?

The Royal Sussex.

What, in Kemptown?

Yes.

Oh, right.

The children?

Theyre at Tracys.

Lukes not at school?

No, its half-term in Brighton this week. We took them both there, so we could go on to London.

I see. When are you supposed to be picking them up?

Oh, um . . . half three.

Thats good  it gives us a bit of time, Anna thinks, her mind whizzing. You told them?

No.

Tracy?

No, no, not yet. You were the first person I called.

And wheres Simon?

Um . . . Karen sounds fazed, as if she doesnt know what Anna means. Hes here, too. At the hospital. Theyre moving him to a special room. Im to go back in a while. I suppose to A&E. Where are you?

Clapham Junction. The station. I got a taxi Anna thinks about explaining that she has just been sitting next to a woman who witnessed Simons death, but then decides not to. Now is not the time, and it is not relevant. Look . . . She tries to formulate a plan. Ill come back. Ive got a meeting, but someone else can go. Its not that important, really. Ill call them. Theyll understand, and if they dont, well, sod it. So, I dunno . . . wait there. Ill be She checks her watch. Its five to ten. I think the trains go at twelve minutes past the hour. As long as theyre still running the other way, I can be back in Brighton by eleven, and get a taxi, be with you as soon as I can.

Can you really? Karens voice cracks again. Are you sure you dont mind?

Mind?Anna is incredulous she should even ask. Of course I dont mind. Where are you going to wait? Are you going to go home?

I dont know. Karen is obviously in no state to make a decision. Later, yes, but I want to be with Simon now . . .

Of course. Ill be on the phone again anyway, in a minute. I just want to make sure I get the next train and ring work, so Im going to go now. OK? Ill call you again, in a bit.

OK, so quietly. Thanks.

A few seconds later Anna feels a squeeze on her shoulder. Its Lou. You all right?

Yes, I guess, though shes far from it.

Do you want to go for a coffee or something? Youre white as a sheet. I think you ought to sit down.

No. I have to go. That was my friend, Karen. It was her husband on the train. Ive got to get back and see her. But thanks anyway.

Are you sure? You really look as though you could do with sitting down. Theres a coffee shop right here . . .

Lou is right: Anna has been gazing at the familiar blue logo whilst on the phone without really seeing it. No. She is definite. I need to get the next train, I promised.

I understand.

Anna smiles, weakly, then recalls, Oh, gosh, I owe you fifty quid, dont I? Or is it more than that? Did we give him a tip? She rummages in her purse. Damn! Ive only got three twenties.

Twos plenty. Really. You dont want to leave yourself short or you wont be able to get a cab at the other end.

No, no, insists Anna. Im sure I can change one.

Dont be silly! Forty is fine.

I hate owing money.

All right, then, but tell you what: rather than worrying about that now, here, take this. Now its Lous turn to open her wallet: she takes out a functional-looking white business card headed Hammersmith & Fulham Education Services. Pop it in the post to me at some point. Or better still, give me a call or text me one day when youre on the train. Well, you know.

Yeah, sure, says Anna

I work Mondays to Thursdays. Or give me a ring any time. If you just want to talk.

Lous expression is so sympathetic Anna doesnt know what to say. She mutters Thanks, but it seems quite inadequate.

Its nothing.

No, well, still, I appreciate it.

Really, dont give it any thought. And please, when its appropriate  if it ever is  tell your friend, I really am very sorry.

Um, yes, sure, I will, says Anna.
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Anna is fingering Lous card, absently using the edges to clean beneath her nails, when the train halts at a signal just before its final stop. To her left the city sprawls up and over the Downs, row upon row of terraced houses getting smaller into the distance. The sign at the end of the carriage is scrolling in orange dots: The next station is Brighton. Although she is nearly there, she feels completely disoriented, emotions all over the place. She has travelled from Brighton to Wivelsfield to Clapham up the motorway and back, and its only eleven. She feels as if she has left pieces of her mind scattered along the way and is no longer herself as a result.

She attempts to reassemble her thoughts into a more coherent stream, so as to help Karen. But how are they ever going to get through this? Theres the issue of Luke and Molly: how does one tell two small children their father has died? It is not just a question of telling them; it is how it will impact on their lives. What will this do to them, losing their father? They are so young; they have so much of their childhood to go. Then there is the rest of Simons family  his mother is still alive, for instance, and he has a brother too, Alan. Anna has met him many times, and he and Simon are close. He lives nearby and they play football together, down on the lawns on the seafront, with some other local dads.

And there is Karen herself. She and Simon have been together since Karens first job after college. Simon was living with another woman when they met  what a drama that caused. But that was aeons ago; theyve been together for nearly twenty years. And while they have had a few bleak periods  there was the time when Simon lost his job, for example, and when Luke was very ill just after he was born  these ultimately didnt threaten them as a couple. In fact, nothing has ever truly rocked their relationship . . . until today.

Anna shivers. She is aware this is just the beginning, the very beginning; and already she feels so much of Karens pain that shes not sure where her own feelings end and Karens start. She is sure it hasnt sunk in fully yet, because she still cant believe whats happened, that Simon is really gone. And although she shed a few tears an hour or so ago, it feels too soon to cry.

Maybe he isnt dead, she allows herself to think, just for a split second. Maybe Karen has gone mad, got it wrong, or someone else has.

Anna shakes her head, suddenly angry. Of course no ones got it wrong. But couldnt someone, somewhere, have done more for him? A fifty-one-year-old man doesnt just keel over: there had to be some signs, surely? Didnt Simon himself know something was up? What about when he was playing football? Didnt he feel a twinge, or anything, then? Why didnt he have a check-up, get himself examined? He was a father, for heavens sake, with responsibilities. Failing that, the medical profession should have pre-empted it. Why didnt his GP warn him? (Though she cant imagine that Simon would readily go to the doctor; lots of men dont. Annas own partner, Steve, hasnt been to a doctor in years.) But what about those nurses Karen mentioned, on the train  why couldnt they do anything? Or the bloody paramedics, or the doctors in Brightons precious cardiac ward? Doubtless it was because they were understaffed and unequipped. It was the governments fault, then, too. Bunch of idiots. Fuck the lot of them.

Then, another thought, less enraging, but more distressing. Anna is sure Karen will blame herself  it would be typical of her to do so. Karen can be a worrier, and always puts other people first. The children, Simon, often Anna too. And of course its not her fault, but Anna is sure she will think it is, will believe she has failed Simon.

This leads Anna to touch, for the first time, on her own guilt. Perhaps she is the one whos failed Simon. Karen not spotting his condition is understandable when she lived with him, and when she looks after so many people. Anna can comprehend how she could easily miss a gradual change in his health. But she, Anna, had the benefit of more objectivity. She should have noticed something. Been less wrapped up in her work and the demands of her own relationship. She had seen Simon pretty much every week, hadnt she, for God knows how long? She should have noticed that he was breathless, faint or dizzy, or had indigestion more than was normal, or was really pink in the face, or whatever symptoms there are that act as a forewarning to a heart attack, if she had been less self-absorbed.

Oh dear, she thinks, coming back to the present with a jolt. The other passengers have gone ahead of her, and she is alone in her seat. She had better get off the train. The cleaner is making her way down the aisle, using gloved hands to put cups and discarded newspapers into a big clear plastic bag. So Anna pulls on her coat, picks up her handbag from the table and, for the second time that day, makes her way through Brighton station.

***

Karen is sitting in the cafe opposite the hospital, watching the clock on the wall. Only a few more minutes until Anna arrives. She wants to wait for her, she needs her help, guidance, before going back. Karen has never in her life needed rescuing, not from anything serious; she has always been the one to take care of others. Even when she was a little girl, she was the elder sister or bossy friend taking charge. But today has made up for forty years with one catastrophic event. She seems caught in a nightmare she cannot escape; she wants someone to wake her up, tell her it is all a mistake, it is not happening, she can go home. She feels completely disconnected from the world about her. The room she is sitting in looks unreal, the proportions all wrong for a cafe: it is too big, there is too much space between the tables, the strip fluorescent lights are eerily bright, the counter from which she collected her tea looks oddly one-dimensional, flat. And though she can hear voices  the cafe is sadly empty but still there are people, an elderly couple, for instance, and a woman cooing at her baby nearby  they sound distant, echoing, distorted.

When she was an undergraduate, she dropped acid once, with Anna. She hated the experience; she felt so out of control. This is like that, but worse, because somehow even then, through her fear, she knew she was hallucinating, that it would end; that it was just a trick of the mind. Plus shed had Anna with her, who was also tripping, but who had done it before and was rather enjoying it. She had helped ground Karen, talk her down.

But here she is alone, and now she has no idea what to do. The person she would normally ask is Simon, so in her head she asks him, yet at the same time a voice in her head  the doctors from earlier  reminds her: he is dead. The two thoughts cant co-exist: it is all very confusing. She cant believe he has gone. She feels numbness, and suffused through the numbness, stabs of panic, like shards of glass. The panic is horrible, horrible  she feels she cant control it; the numbness is better. It is the panic she wants to go away.

Perhaps she should make a list. She is good at lists.

Shes got all those legal papers in her bag; thats good, she can write on the back of one of the sheets of A4. And yes, theres a pen. She remembers putting it in the front pocket earlier; shes been caught without a pen before on the train and it has irritated her. Though to feel mere irritation  she cant imagine that will ever happen again. It was a lifetime ago.

Still, at an utter loss what else to do, she forces herself to draw upon her memories; she can use the experience they had with Simons father to help. Five years ago hed died, also unexpectedly. He had an aneurysm and one day it popped. And if shed told Simon to get himself checked out afterwards, in case it was heriditary, she had told him a dozen times, but did he? Of course not. Among the shards of glass comes a tidal wave of fury. She almost likes it though; it feels sort of normal. She has been cross with Simon before and she recognizes the sensation  this is the same, just more powerful, and she wants to scream. But in a split second it has gone, and she is back to the shards of glass, the numbness and panic.

When Simons dad died, she and Simon helped Simons mother to make a list of what to do. Karen puts all her focus into the task, and slowly, automatically, she begins to formulate the words.



1. Phone Tracy. Collect the children.



How odd, her writing looks pretty much the same as usual, slanting loops of black ink. She had expected it to look different.



2. Tell the children.



She has no idea how she is going to do this, but before she has a chance to feel any pain she adds,



Bring them to the hospital to say goodbye?



Next she puts:



3. Go home. Phone:

Simons Mum

Alan

Simons work



Oh gosh, Simons work. She should phone them at once. They will have been expecting him. Lord, and the solicitor. They have missed the appointment. These people cant wait until later, till she is home. They all need to know right now.

She reaches for her phone again. The little stickers glitter and twinkle at her and she has a pang of affection for her daughter, Molly, who insisted on putting them there, so deliberately, in places that presumably mean something to Molly but appear random to anyone else. There is a star covering the circle of the logo, for instance, and tiny flowers round the screen. Karen starts to dial Simons work. But again she stops. She just cant manage it. She cant find it in herself to explain what has happened. Perhaps she can wait till Anna gets there. Anna can help. She puts the phone down, berating herself for not being able to cope. She always copes with everything.

Karen, hello.

She looks up. Thank God, a familiar coat, bag, face: it is her friend.

***

Before Anna does anything else, she steps forward and wraps her arms around her friends shoulders. Karen gets up and hugs Anna too, and they hold each other for a moment like that, in silence. Karen sits down again and Anna takes a seat opposite, but instantly feels too far away, so shifts the chair round and leans forward to take both her friends hands in hers.

She is struck by how Karens face has been transformed by the mornings events. Usually her friend looks healthy and vibrant, but the flush in her cheeks has vanished. She looks wan, grey; her long hair, generally shiny as a conker, is soaking wet, drab; and her hazel eyes, which normally sparkle with warmth and feeling, are glazed, unseeing. The joy and energy have been replaced by fear and confusion. And it is not just her face that has changed  it is her whole body. It is as if she has literally been gutted, or had the wind sucked out of her by some giant vacuum cleaner. She is bowed, deflated. She is also shaking badly, her hands especially. Although  bless her  Karen has clearly been trying to write. Anna can see from the piece of paper opposite her.

Anna wishes she could lift her up and take her back to her cosy living room, dry her off then ease her into her most comfortable armchair, wrap her in a blanket and light the fire. She would make her a hot chocolate and give her biscuits, too. Instead they are here  she glances around  in a place that would be bleak at the best of times, let alone on a rainy day in late February. It is utterly charmless; a big room lit by strip lights with ugly, battered metal furnishings, as far from consoling as a cafe can get.

Im so sorry, she says, gently, and gives Karen a small, utterly half-hearted smile. She is sorry; she has probably never been as sorry about anything in her life. She can feel tears pricking, but she must not, must not cry.

Karen shakes her head. I dont know what happened.

Anna exhales. No.

I think Im in shock.

Yes, sweetheart, I think we both are. She looks down at her friends hands in hers. We both have the faint beginnings of liver spots, Anna notices. We are getting old.

Heart attack, they said.

Right.

Karen takes a deep breath. I guess we could go now  I was waiting for you.

Where is he?

This special room; they were sorting it out.

Sure, nods Anna. She wonders if they are going to do a post-mortem. She thinks it will mean waiting longer for a funeral. But it also might provide some answers. She has many questions herself; doubtless Karen has more. Then again, maybe Karen wont want one. It wont bring Simon back.

But before we go, I wondered; could you make a couple of calls for me?

Of course. Who to?

Its just I really cant face it.

Anna smiles sympathetically. Its OK  thats fine. Who do you want me to ring?

The solicitors, if thats all right. Its just they were expecting us. And Simons work . . . She trails off.

Anna takes control. No problem. Have you got the numbers?

Yes, here. Or it might be easier to ring on my phone, I guess.

Sure. Anna picks up Karens mobile, with its familiar leather case and peeling stickers, from the table. So, lets ring the solicitors first. In one way she hates to be so down to earth and practical; in another it is a relief to be able to help with something relatively mundane. Just tell me, had you exchanged on the house yet?

Karen shakes her head. No . . . We were signing the papers today.

Phew, thinks Anna. This means there is room for manoeuvre. She switches into lets-do-it mode. Right. Im going to ring the solicitors. Tell them youre putting it on hold.

Theyll be very cross, says Karen, suddenly engaging with other peoples reality.

I dont give a bugger about that! And nor should you. Lets not worry about that, shall we?

No.

So, wheres the number?

The vendors will be upset too . . . adds Karen. Its typical of her to be preoccupied with other people.

Never mind them either. Anna is brisk. They can wait. At this moment were looking after you.

Karen nods.

Number . . .? she coaxes.

Here you are. Karen, whose mind clicks back into gear with Anna to steer her, locates it.

OK, says Anna, getting to her feet. But Im going to do this outside, the signal in here is crap. You all right, waiting here for a bit?

Mm.

As Anna pushes open the door of the cafe, the cold air and rain hit her. The signal is actually just as strong inside as it is out here; she has told a white lie. She thought it diplomatic Karen didnt hear her go through the whole explanation of Simons death  it will only cause unnecessary pain. Given that it is sure to be the first call of many, it seems kind to soften the experience wherever and however she can.
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So, Miss, you one of them lesbians then?

Sorry? Lou is having a one-to-one session with fourteen-year-old Aaron, and although she comes across a broad spectrum of issues in her line of work  drugs, abandonment, poverty, rape  the question catches her off guard. She counsels pupils whove been excluded from so many schools  expelled, her mother still insists on calling it  that there is nowhere else in the state system for them to go. Instead, they continue their education in a special establishment with a much higher staff/pupil ratio, where Lou is a recent fixture. In addition to lessons, the children can opt to have a once-weekly session with her. She sees fifteen pupils in total, and all, without exception, have had it tough.

You heard me, Miss. Although Lou likes to be addressed by her first name, Aaron cant shake the habit of Miss, which he associates with those in authority  though in his case it hardly denotes respect, more of a challenge. He continues, crossing skinny legs draped in baggy low-slung jeans and leaning back in his chair with practised nonchalance: One of them, you know, lesbians? You fancy women? You a dyke? Or what?

Lous personal life is strictly off bounds to Aaron, something he well knows. He is being deliberately provocative, and she refuses to rise to it. Yet she also knows this is not an area to avoid completely: as an adolescent, Aaron is exploring his own sexuality. She strives to handle their dialogue with care.

He shifts in his chair, eyes her. Why wont you tell me, Miss? You ashamed?

She is not going to be drawn on herself, but his attitude is revealing. She wonders where he has learnt to associate being gay with shame. You think its something to be ashamed of, Aaron?

He sits back, gratified. So you are, then. Again Lou says nothing. Why not tell me, Miss?

She is firm. Were here to talk about you, Aaron, not me.

How can you expect me to talk about me when you wont talk about you?

Reasonable point, thinks Lou, but that is not how it works, and Aaron is using the subject to deflect attention from himself. Were she not his counsellor, she might let Aaron know she is gay. But telling him goes against the therapeutic dynamic and may not be useful, especially if he is asking chiefly to satisfy his voyeuristic needs. Nonetheless, it is enlightening that he has latched on to the subject at this particular moment; he had been talking about his drug use  skunk, to be specific  and Lou knows this is an evasion tactic. She smiles inwardly, appreciating. Evasion: they are both at it.

Kyra thinks youre gay, too, Aaron adds.

Oh, great, Lou thinks. So they have been discussing me behind my back. That means other students probably have, too. Lou wants to keep her sexuality out of her counselling sessions, not just because confession isnt befitting to her role, but because the kids she deals with can be belligerent; some are extremely intolerant of difference. She has heard it first hand  the mickey-taking of one of the teachers deemed posh, the bullying of pupils who work too hard, the cruel laughter at the overweight caretaker. She has no intention of letting her personal life provide similar ammunition. She has only been at the school just over a term, and hasnt told the head or any of the other teachers that she is gay. After all, she thinks indignantly, why should any of them need to know?

She is adamant Aaron must focus on himself. We both know were not here to discuss Kyra, or what Kyra thinks of me, she says. Then she pauses, and asks, I am interested, though. How would it help you to know if Im gay or not?

So you are gay then. Aaron grins with satisfaction. Thats what I reckon.

For the moment he seems content to leave it there, and Lou decides not to push him. But intuitively she knows this wont be the last of it. Aaron will provoke her again, she feels sure.

***

Having rung the solicitor and Simons work, Anna wants to make one more call before she returns to Karen. She needs to keep it brief, as she is concerned Karen is sitting alone in the cafe, but she must bring Steve, her partner, up to speed. She has tried him twice already, from the train, but he is not picking up his phone and it is not the kind of thing you leave a message about. This time, however, he answers.

Hello? He sounds bleary.

Ah, at last. Ive been trying you for ages. Where were you?

Oh, sorry, I was asleep.

Typical, thinks Anna, glancing at her watch. It is nearly midday. She knows Steve has got no work lined up  he is a painter and decorator and sometimes has periods of inactivity. Nonetheless, it is a Monday and she finds it irritating that he chooses to waste half the day. It would gall her under normal circumstances when she has to be up at six thirty, but the fact that he has slept through such a major crisis means she finds it hard to break the news as tactfully as she could.

I need you to wake up.

Yeah, yeah. OK, Im awake.

Somethings happened.

Oh, what?

Its Simon.

Simon as in Karen and Simon?

Yes.

Whats he done?

Hes not done anything. Annas annoyance increases. Steve and Simon arent especially good friends, but how inappropriate that Steve should assume Simon has done something deserving blame. She delivers the information bluntly, with no softening. Hes dead.

Youre joking.

No, Steve, Im not. She pauses to allow him to assimilate. He died on the train. Of a heart attack.

Oh, Christ. Steve can obviously tell from her tone that she is serious. How?

I dont know exactly, I guess he just had a massive coronary. They tried to revive him, apparently, to no avail.

Jesus. Poor Karen.

I know.

Where are you now?

Im with her.

You didnt go to work, then?

Anna sighs, her anger subsiding. Most of her rage is projection at whats happened, anyway, nothing to do with Steve. I did, actually. Its a long story. Ill explain it fully later. I just needed you to know, thats all.

Yes, well, blimey, sorry, Im a bit shocked. Anna can hear the rustle of sheets as he sits up in bed. Where are you exactly?

In a cafe in Kemptown, opposite the hospital.

What are you going to do now?

Im not sure. Spend some time with Karen, I guess. She needs me. Shes in a total state, understandably.

Of course.

Theyre moving Simon to a viewing room or something, so were going back inside in a minute.

Right. Er . . . what about the kids?

Theyre with the childminder.

Do they know?

No, not yet. I guess well deal with that later.

Do you need me to come down?

Anna pauses to consider. She would like his support, but isnt one hundred per cent confident hell help the situation. Steve can be a bit blundering when it comes to emotional issues  not always, but sometimes, and she is never sure which way it will go. He doesnt know Karen nearly as well as she does. Plus she imagines Karen would rather not be with a couple at present. No, no, its probably best not.

Is there anything I can do?

Again she reflects. She doesnt find it easy asking for help. Not at the moment, that I can think of.

You sure?

He is trying his best, she can tell. She softens further. No, dont worry. Ill call you later. Just be there when I get in. She does not want him out at the pub when she returns: she is sure of that at least. Perhaps you can make me dinner?

Of course I will.

At once Anna feels a rush of affection. Steve might not be perfect, but he is still alive; she is thankful. No, more than thankful: she is lucky. I do love you, honey, she says.

Love you too, babe. You know I do.

This is true. When he is on form, and sober, Steve is one of the most loving men Anna has ever met.

***

At eleven fifty-five, when Lou is between clients, her mother rings. Her mother knows she has a few minutes between each session and has a maddening habit of timing it so as to catch her daughter for the full slot. She even rings on the landline so Lou cant vet the call. It might, after all, be one of the other members of staff, who also know she has this time free, so Lou is obligated to answer. Lou really hates this habit of her mothers, as she needs the space to clear her head, and her mothers calls tend to be all-consuming, even three-minute ones. Her mother talks fast, and  it seems to Lou  manages to squeeze more neurosis into one hundred and eighty seconds than any other human being she has ever encountered. Today Lous head is especially full as she is still trying to process the experience on the seven forty-four. Right now though, theres a fat chance.

Darling, says her mum. I know its short notice, but Im calling to see if you might come up this weekend. Uncle Pat and Auntie Audrey are going to be here and theyd love to see you.

Oh, no, thinks Lou. She quite likes Aunt Audrey, her mums sister, but Uncle Pat is nearly as hard work as her mother. Anyway, she has plans.

But her mother hurtles on before she can get a word in. Now you know Uncle Pats not been too good of late Lou does know this; how could she not? Her Uncle Pat has suffered from Crohns disease almost ever since she can remember, and recently his condition has been particularly bad. She also knows her mum will use Uncle Pats illness to manipulate her daughter into doing what she wants: but her mother is like a steamroller when she gets going; she flattens all in her path.

Well, hes good again now, having been laid up for several weeks. So you can imagine, Auntie Audrey is desperate to get away. Shes been cooped up in that little bungalow for ages  Lou shudders; what a ghastly thought. She feels for Aunt Audrey  and of course I suggested that they come here. So theyre coming as soon as they can, as Ive a room free this weekend. Lous mum lives in the country, in a large house outside Hitchin, which she runs as a bed and breakfast. The thing is  Lou braces herself, though she already knows what the punchline is going to be. Sure enough  I cant really manage them both, on my own. Then she delivers another blow to ensure Lou is well and truly beaten. With my hip, its just too difficult for me to get to the shops, show them round, entertain them all the time. Rubbish, thinks Lou. When she chooses to let rooms, her hip has never stopped her. Cooking a full English, making beds, putting on a brave face  surely it is harder work with strangers than with Lous uncle and aunt. Peculiar, that: where money is involved, Lous mother will be brave as anything. Still, on her mum rolls: So I thought you could come up  its not too far for you, is it darling, if you come after work on Thursday? You can get the train to Kings Cross from Hammersmith, then on up here. If she were not used to this, Lou would not believe it  her mother is actually roping her into three days, not two. What about my sister? she thinks furiously. Cant Georgia help? She knows there is no point in arguing. Lous younger sister has a husband and children, and her mother never asks her to do even a quarter of what is required of Lou.

Mum, she says finally, aware the spiel is drawing to a close now her mother has made her demand, its very short notice and I have made arrangements already, you know. It is true: she plays tennis first thing every Friday morning, then she helps out at a local hostel for the homeless, and she has been invited to a party on Saturday.

Really? Im so sorry. Oh, well, if youre too busy . . . There is a pause, which Lous mother fills with silent disappointment.

Let me have a think. Ill see what I can do.

More silence. Lou knows her mum is waiting for her to speak again  an ingenious tactic designed to further her own cause.

I may be able to come for some of it, she relents, eventually. The guilt, the guilt! She is livid. She knew she would give in; she always does.

OK, darling, of course the whole weekend would be best, obviously. So let me leave it with you.

Thats big of you, thinks Lou.

Just then, there is a tap on her door. It is her next student.

Listen, Mum, I have to go.

Sure, thats fine. But Lou?

Yeees . . . Lou tries not to sound impatient.

Will you let me know tonight? Its just, if you cant come, well, Ill have to cancel them. And I dont think its fair to do that too late in the day.

FUCK OFF! thinks Lou. But instead she just mutters, Sure, of course, and puts the phone down. She is so angry and feeling so bullied, that she is shaking. With a mother like hers  so controlling, so self-obsessed, so tunnel-visioned  is it any wonder Lou has never been honest with her about her own sexuality?
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The hospital is a maze of corridors and wards, annexes and Portakabins, and neither Karen nor Anna is in the right frame of mind to work out the signs. They head to A&E, but when they arrive and ask at reception, they are told to wait, and eventually a kindly-faced nurse emerges.

Is one of you Mrs Finnegan? she asks.

Karen nods.

Your husband has been put in the viewing room. Ill show you the way if you like.

Please, says Anna.

They follow her clicking heels down several linoleum flights of stairs and along even more corridors. They end up outside some double doors and a sign saying MORTUARY. It all seems terribly brutal.

The nurse buzzes and they are let in.

Its Mrs Finnegan, she says to a man in a white coat.

Mr Finnegan is in the viewing room, he says. But hold on a second. He goes to a locker, opens it and gets out a large bin bag.

Which one of you is Mrs Finnegan? he asks.

Me, says Karen.

These are your husbands personal effects.

Oh, says Karen. Thank you. She glances inside.

Its mainly his clothes, says the man. And his briefcase.

Right.

Ill show you where to go if you like, says the nurse, and leads them to a second door. She opens it and they step inside.

Simon is lying on his back with his arms placed neatly over a white cotton blanket. He has been dressed in a hospital gown, Anna notices. The only light comes from a window, which is partially covered by a Venetian blind, its slats turned at an angle so they can see but it is not too bright.

Please feel free to be here however long you want, Mrs Finnegan, the nurse says.

Really?

Anna is surprised. She had assumed time would be limited.

Yes, assures the nurse. I understand your husbands death was very sudden?

Karen nods again.

A lot of people find it helpful to stay with a relatives body for a while. There really is no need to rush. Well leave you with him here a few hours if you like.

Thank you, says Karen.

The nurse turns to Anna. Are you a friend?

Yes.

I wonder if I might have a quick word outside?

Of course.

They step back into the corridor.

You might like to give Mrs Finnegan some time with her husband alone, suggests the nurse, her voice low. It can help people accept whats happened. It must be a terrible, terrible shock.

Yes, sure. Anna was going to do this anyway. Er . . . before you go, can I ask you something?

Fire ahead.

My friend, Karen, has two small children.

Right. The nurse sighs, empathizing.

I just wondered, whether, well, what we should do about them? What should we tell them?

The nurse takes a deep breath. In my experience, its best not to protect them too much. So, once your friend has had some time to take in whats happened, it would be good if you could encourage her to be as honest with them as she can. Within reason, obviously, if they are very small.

Do you think we should bring them here to say goodbye?

How old are they, exactly?

Anna considers, then says, Three and five.

The nurse pauses. Its a really tough one and not everyone would say so, no. But personally  and we do see a number of deaths in cardiac  I would say yes, if they want to come, bring them. Though later today its likely that Mr Finnegans body will have to be moved.

To where?

As his was a sudden death, there will have to be a post-mortem.

When will that be?

Depends on the schedule, but as soon as they can fit it in. Then hell be taken to the funeral parlour.

Will it still be possible to see him there?

Yes, of course. And dont worry, we can explain all this properly to Mrs Finnegan in due course. The doctor will have told her most of it already, but often people do need to hear it more than just the once.

I see. And thanks,Anna smiles. Youve been really helpful.

Its my job, says the nurse, and Anna is struck by how mundane her own profession seems in comparison.

***

While Anna is outside talking to the nurse, Karen walks slowly over to the bed where Simon is lying. The rain is clearing outside and the day brightening, so the light filtering through the blind at the window creates stripes on the blanket, which loop in semicircles over his arms. Over his chest the loops are big and broad, and for a fleeting moment Karen is sure she sees the blanket rising and falling; that he is breathing, ever so gently, just as he does when he is asleep.

Simon? she whispers.

But he doesnt reply.

She cant believe he is dead. Theyve told her he is, but to her he still seems to be here. She looks at his face for clues. There is something different about it, but the details are the same. His eyes are shut, the lashes are dark and familiar against his cheeks, his brows still need a trim, just as they did last night. He is close shaven  it is relatively early in the day, after all, but by nightfall his beard will be coming through again, wont it? His hairline is the same; he is proud of his hair, Simon  it is one of the few things he is vain about. It is thick and dark and lustrous, if streaked with grey. Very distinguished, she heard him mutter into the mirror once, and several times he has swanked to her that he has got more hair than his younger brother Alan, who is receding badly. She had smiled to herself at the time, amused at the way men compete over signs of youth in middle age.

She recognizes without thought or question the substantial barrel shape of Simons chest, broad beneath the blanket. His arms, too, faintly freckled and veined; the hairs on the back of his hands glint in the sun; his hands are still big and square and so much stronger than hers.

Yet . . .

He is no longer wearing the shirt he ironed that morning while she was feeding the children breakfast, with the cufflinks she gave him two Christmases back. It has been removed, replaced by an eerie ice-blue gown. And his wedding band has been removed too; it is the one thing Simon never took off. Instead there is a dent where it was tight around his finger; he had put on weight in the last few years, Karen knows.

The pain that comes from seeing these changes is overwhelming, frightening. Karen can feel her breath getting short, and a tightness in her throat, as if someone is choking her.

There is a chair by the bed; she sits down, quickly.

Thats better.

She pulls the chair up closer, takes Simons hand. How strange. It feels similar, in many ways, just as his face looks the same. But its cold. Simons hands are never cold, even when hes chilly. She, Karen, has bad circulation  she gets chilblains on her toes from time to time  and her hands are quite often cold to the touch. But his never are.

Perhaps they are right, then.

She looks again at his face. It is not that his cheeks are pale: sometimes hes quite grey, anyway; hes not got the healthy colour that she and the children have, never has had. No, its that he looks flat, diminished, as if a part of him isnt here, has vanished. The life has gone; there is no spirit in him. Bizarrely  or not so bizarrely, perhaps  Karen is reminded of when Charlie, their cat, died. He was very old, and one day hed crawled under the kitchen table, somewhere he felt safe. When shed found him later, it was as if his body was there, but somehow he wasnt; he had stopped looking like Charlie  he just looked like any old dead cat, flat, his fur a bit matted, his mouth all rigid and dry. It was as if his spirit, his Charlieness, had disappeared.

And she can see the same with Simon now; part of him has disappeared.

Simon? she says again.

Again he doesnt answer.

Where have you gone?

Silence.

In a flash she recalls the scene on the train. The small bursting noise as he is sick next to her, the boofs! as his head lands on the table. The realization that something awful is happening when he doesnt respond to her cries, the people rushing, the nurses . . .

Again she feels an awful surge of anxiety.

She looks down at his hand in hers, hoping it will ground her. It is a hand that has held hers countless times, stroked her hair, brought her to orgasm. A hand that has written notes, birthday cards, drawn endless landscape designs. A hand that has signed cheques, held hammers, sawn wood, even  though not as often as she would have liked  hung washing. A hand she grasped tight  so tight  when she was in labour, as if it was all that could keep the pain at bay. And a hand that held one of Mollys while Karen held the other, only yesterday, so together they could swing her along the pavement as they walked up from the beach. One, two, three . . . wheeee! she can hear Simon say. She can still hear Mollys wild whoops of laughter as she flies high in the air and then lands with small feet safely on the paving stones.

He wouldnt leave Molly, would he? Shes so little. Give me a Daddy cuddle! is one of her frequent cries. And Luke, too. He might have outgrown Daddy cuddles a bit; both she and Simon have to ask him for hugs now, but nonetheless he is an affectionate boy who loves nothing more than to play rough and tumble with his father.

No, Karen cant believe Simon isnt coming back.

Just then, the door opens with a soft click. There is a few seconds pause and for those brief moments Karen thinks it is him: that hes heard her; that he has returned. Her heart lifts, soars . . .

But Simon is in the bed at her side.

She turns to check.

It is Anna.

Of course. Karen now realizes the pause was because she is carrying two polystyrene cups; she had to open the door first, then pick them up and carry them through.

Hi, she says. I brought us another cup of tea.

***

Tea, thats what Lou needs with her lunch today. Shes been busier than usual this morning, having been on half-term the week before, and normally shed have had a cup when she got to work, but what with arriving late, this is the first time shes been able to stop. After all that has happened, she needs something warm and comforting; shell even have sugar in it, a treat she usually reserves for when she is ill.

Lou has a kettle in her therapy room. There is no fridge, so she takes a handful of miniature long-life milk cartons from the school kitchen every morning. As a result her tea has an unpleasant aftertaste, but it is better than traipsing to the other end of the building every time she wants one. Plus she likes to offer the students a cup of tea or coffee when they come to a session; she feels it helps them distinguish her interaction with them from the rest of their activities and makes them feel more adult and responsible.

As she stands waiting for the kettle to boil, she looks around her, contemplating. In the few months that she has been at the school, she has tried to make the space her own, or the students own, to be precise. Many of her clients find it hard to sit and focus one-to-one, so she has various toys and accessories for them to play with as they talk. Against the wall leans a giant bamboo filled with beans; a rain-stick  one boy seems to find it easier to confide with its gentle patter as a backdrop, and will repeatedly pick it up during their sessions and turn it to and fro. In the corner is a large plastic box of Play-Doh; several of the younger students  they start at eleven  seem better able to relax if they can twist and pull and thump it with their hands as they talk. There are a number of posters on the wall: printouts from the net she thought interesting, abstract patterns she hopes are restful on the eye, a twentieth-century wonders of the world illustration that came with one of the Sunday papers. Last but not least, there is a giant pop-art print she has had framed over the sofa.

I KNOW WHO I AM

it proclaims in black and white.

I wonder if that man who died this morning  what did Anna call him? Simon?  knew who he was, she thinks. Not that it mattered if he did, really, now, but Lou sure as hell believes it matters when youre alive. She sees so much damage wrought by parents who dont know who they are, and whose lack of self-knowledge gets translated into violence or abuse, which is in turn reflected in their kids dysfunction.

And what about the mans wife, Karen? What would it do to a relatively young woman to lose a partner so suddenly? Will she know who she is, with her husband gone? Lou believes that part of how people define themselves is through their loved ones, and she is profoundly touched by Karens circumstance, having experienced it at first hand; emotions compounded by having then met Anna in the taxi. A sudden death like that cuts right across the priorities and sensitivities of the living: one minute Karen was drinking coffee and engrossed in conversation with her husband; the next she was witnessing his last moments. Lou cannot shake the image of Simon, his head lolling, mouth gaping. Did he know what was happening, that he was dying? How dreadful to have no warning, no chance to say he loved his wife, no time to say goodbye. And if it is dreadful for him, it is even more so for Karen, left behind with a thousand unanswered questions, a million unspoken words.

The kettle has come to the boil. Absently Lou fishes for a tea bag, puts it in a mug, pours the water. As she does so, she considers: how do these events cast light on the way she herself lives? Does she know who she is? Do others? The poster reminds her of Aarons jibes earlier. While shes entitled to privacy from the pupils, is she being totally honest with herself as to why she has told no other members of staff? She knows there have been moments when she could easily have said, and chose not to. And although there are many benefits to being a blank page as a counsellor, does she have to maintain such anonymity with her peers? She is relatively happy with how she dealt with Aaron, but might he  in some small way  have a point? After all, how can she be asking these young people to explore who they are, if she is practising concealment in some areas of her own life? How can she invite them to open up, when she is still closed  in the closet  to everyone she works with?

Until now it has been easy for her to rationalize discretion. She has simply wanted to protect herself from discrimination or rejection. But then again, isnt she, more than the other members of staff, supposed to be in touch with her identity, her feelings? And most of them seem to talk about their partners freely; inevitably their relationships come up, even if just in passing.

Perhaps she should at least let the head know; certainly she will bring up Aarons jibes with her counselling supervisor. As for the rest of the staff, it is a tough one. The subject feels so intimate, so complex, like a giant knot of barbed wire, impossible to unravel without causing pain.

No wonder she needs sugar in her tea.
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Anna is driving to the hospital in Karens car. She was worried that her friend was too shaky to get behind the wheel, and although Anna is wobbly too, she is less so. Collecting the children in her own vehicle would have meant moving their car seats from Karens battered Citron, so this seemed the best option. Working it out took a while as neither of them is in a fit state for logistics, but at least it has allowed Anna to give Karen some more time alone with Simon, without making a big deal of it.

She parks in the hospital car park and heads inside to find her friend. Under normal circumstances Anna has a good sense of direction, and she knows Karen is depending on her, so she allows instinct to take over, and manages to locate the viewing room again despite her frame of mind.

The room is hot and stuffy, and Karen is still sitting exactly where she was when Anna left. Her polystyrene cup of tea is half drunk on the wheeled table by the bed; in her right palm she holds Simons hand.

Hello, sweetheart, says Anna.

Oh, hello.

Do you think wed better go?

Go? Karen turns to Anna, mystified. If anything she looks even more shell-shocked than she did earlier. Her eyes are bloodshot, though Anna is not sure shes actually been crying  she seems too overwhelmed for tears.

To collect the children, Anna reminds her. Its nearly half past three.

Oh . . . yes . . . of course . . .

So are you ready? Anna hates this. It seems so cruel to make her leave.

I dont know . . . There is a long pause; Anna just waits. I dont know whether I can come. I dont think hell be OK without me.

Anna feels Karens heart breaking; her own is in smithereens too. Oh, my love.

He doesnt like sleeping alone.

No, I know. Karen has told Anna this before. Anna has always found it surprising; it is so at odds with such a big bear of a man.

I can collect the children if you want, she offers. If you need some more time. Though how long Karen will need and how Anna is going to entertain Luke and Molly in the interim is worrying.

The suggestion jolts Karen. Oh, no. I cant ask you to do that. No, no, I must come. Youre right. The children need me. Slowly, still clutching Simons hand, she stands up.

Hell still be here if you want to come back later, suggests Anna.

Will he?

For a while . . . yes . . . As she says it, Anna remembers the nurse said there will have to be a post-mortem before Simon is moved to an undertakers; she can sense Karen making the same connection.

Karen sighs, deeply. I guess I can see him again at the funeral place. Reluctantly, she lets go of Simons hand and picks up her bag. OK. She half smiles, though Anna can see tears welling. Lets go.

Anna takes the black bin bag  Simons briefcase makes it heavy. They leave the room and the hospital and locate the car. Anna puts the bin bag in the boot and they get in, clicking seat belts.

Its weird seeing you drive this, Karen comments, as Anna turns the key in the ignition.

Its weird driving it. Its so much bigger than mine.

Its filthy, observes Karen. Sorry.

And Annas heart twists: through all this trauma, she is still thinking of others  still behaving like Karen. Which makes it worse, somehow.

They drive in silence the rest of the way.

Tracy lives in Portslade, three miles or so west of the hospital. It is a straight road along the seafront, a drive that Anna normally enjoys. Even on a grey February day like today, it encapsulates what she loves about living on the south coast: the architectural variety as modern buildings jostle alongside old; the holiday spirit, even in winter; the chance to feel close to the elements. The rain has passed, but clouds still hang heavy over the Palace Pier, making its gaudy fairground attractions and flashing lights seem all the more defiant. There is a wind up too; the sea is rough, white horses run right to the horizon, a reminder of the power of nature. Then it is along past a battered row of Regency hotels, with their empty hanging baskets and peeling balustrades, and the clumsy 1970s concrete of the Brighton Centre, host to party conferences and countless comedy shows and rock concerts. Next are the ruins of the West Pier, its black, skeletal columns threaded by a lattice of ties and girders; gulls plummeting and soaring in the gusts overhead. Then its the ancient bandstand with its pretty filigree at last renovated by the council, and finally theyre in Hove, with its grandiose buttermilk parades of houses and pastel-coloured beach huts.

Finally they pull up outside Tracys house. A tired-looking 1930s mock Tudor fronted by leylandii, it is not beautiful or especially elegant, but with generously sized rooms and a long stretch of lawn at the back, it is practical for a woman with older children of her own and a cluster of toddlers in her care.

Anna stops the engine and turns to face Karen before they get out. Karens face is ashen; she is gripping tightly onto the straps of her Liberty shopper, knuckles white with the effort. Anna reaches over and gives one of her hands a squeeze.

Courage, she says.

Anna has already called and told Tracy, wanting to save Karen the upset of having to do so when they arrive. But obviously Tracy will not have broken the news to Molly and Luke. She has been looking after both children a couple of days a week since they were only a year or so old (although she looks after Luke only occasionally now he is full time at school). Still, brilliant carer though she is, no childminder can be expected to do that. Besides, Karen has wanted to prolong the childrens happiness for a few hours more.

The result is that two innocent faces peer excitedly through the window at them as they walk up the garden path. Mummy! Molly and Luke cry, then scoot down from the back of the sofa on which they are perched and round to the front door.

Before Karen has a chance to rat-a-tat-tat, the chrome letterbox pops open and a familiar set of eyes can be seen.

That you, Molly? says Anna, leaning down and looking through.

Its Godmother Anna! squeals Molly.

There is a scuffle, and another pair of eyes takes the place of the first. What are you doing here? asks Luke.

Out of the way, children, says a voice; it is Tracy. There is the sound of a chain being unhooked and the door opens.

Hello, poppets, Karen crouches down at once and takes both children in her arms. She hugs them close to her, squeezing them tight tight tighter, as if her life depends on it.

Anna watches from the porch. Its unbearable.

Ow! says Luke, after a few seconds. He pulls away and Molly follows suit.

Look what weve done, Mummy! she orders, yanking the bottom of Karens blouse and dragging her down the hall.

Anna follows the three of them into the kitchen, Tracy close behind. On the table is a tray of gingerbread men, some rather badly burnt.

Wow! says Karen.

Do you want one? asks Molly, picking one out.

Um, can I have it in a minute?

Aw.

Its just Im not that hungry right now, Id like to have it when we get home, with a nice cup of tea. Is that OK?

Molly nods.

Can I have one? asks Anna.

Can she? Molly checks with Tracy.

Tracys appearance is a little like her home. She was clearly never a beauty; now, approaching fifty, she is generously proportioned and her clothing is more practical than modish. Yet her unprepossessing style is reassuring in crisis: she is what Anna thinks of as a salt-of-the-earth type and her whole demeanour exudes capability and generosity of spirit. Of course! she smiles.

Thank you. Anna takes one of the less burnt ones. Like Karen, she wants to protract this moment for Molly and Luke: these few last minutes while they believe their father is alive. Mm. She takes a generous bite. Arent you both clever? Did you make these on your own?

Tracy helped us, admits Luke.

And Austin, says Molly. Austin is a little boy whom Tracy also looks after.

Well, they are very delicious. Yum!

Right then, children, have you got your bags? Karen urges. Both obediently run back into the living room to pick them up. I think wed better go home.

***

Karen turns the key in the front door and steps into the hall, the children and Anna following. Everywhere, everywhere, there is the presence of Simon. Simons anorak slung over the banister from when they went out the weekend just gone, Simons football boots, covered in mud and left at the bottom of the stairs, from his game yesterday. The photos of Simon with his father in a frame on the hall table, a handful of Simons CDs scattered beside it. Shes even trodden on Simons post on the doormat.

Another wave of panic; but somehow she draws upon a reserve of strength she never knew she had, and forces it back. She goes into the kitchen to put on the kettle. She doesnt know how she is going to tell Molly and Luke, but she knows she has to. And as she puts down her bag on the work surface by the sink, there is a little mew and theres Toby, coming out from a space he has squeezed into behind the vegetable rack, and he gives her an idea.

Hello, Toby, she says, picking up the kitten. He is a tabby, only ten weeks old, and one of Lukes Christmas presents. The offspring of one of their neighbours cats, Luke was allowed him on the condition he waited until the middle of January; quite a challenge for a small boy.

Give him to me! says Luke immediately.

Arent I allowed to say hello too? says Karen. She tickles Toby behind his ears. The fur there is exceptionally soft, warm and fluffy and after the horrors of the day she finds it briefly, oh-so-fleetingly, comforting.

OK. Luke is gruff.

Now, children, continues Karen, whilst Anna busies herself making them both yet more tea. Do either of you want a drink?

Yes, says Molly.

Luke shakes his head.

Karen hands over Toby to Luke, and fetches Molly some juice in her plastic cup with a spout.

Molly tips it up and starts sucking immediately.

OK, she says, assertively. I want you both  you can bring Toby if you want, Luke, thats fine  to come with me into the living room, so I can tell you something.

Do you want me? asks Anna. Ill wait here if its easier.

No, its all right, says Karen.

So, bearing the tea, Anna follows. She opts for an armchair in the bay window; it is a big room, and Karen senses she does not want to be too intrusive.

Karen takes a seat on the settee and leans forward. Come here, she says, and pulls both children, plus the kitten, towards her. Now, listen to me. What I am going to tell you is very, very sad. And it will be a big shock to you both. But I want you to know that whatever you are feeling, both your Mummy and your Daddy love you very, very much. She can hardly bear to watch the childrens expressions. Luke is scowling, mystified; Molly is sucking on her juice, instinctively seeking solace.

Whats happened, Mummy? asks Luke.

Well. She takes a deep, deep breath. You remember our old cat, Charlie? She gives Toby, who is in Lukes arms, another little stroke, hoping to glean strength from him. He lifts his chin to encourage her to tickle beneath it, blissfully oblivious to anything other than pleasure.

Both children nod, very seriously.

And you remember when Charlie died, and I told you hed gone to be with other cats, up in the sky?

So that he could fight whenever he wanted to, remembers Luke. Although Charlie had been neutered, he was very territorial; he was always having scraps with the neighbours animals  including the cat that gave birth to Toby. He even liked to provoke the poodle next door from time to time.

Thats right, continues Karen. And I also told you that Charlie wouldnt ever be coming back, but that he is very happy, fighting all the other cats, up in the sky.

Yes, says Luke.

Molly is saying nothing.

Although both children are standing right by her, Karen reaches over and scoops up her daughter onto her knee. She pulls Luke, and Toby, even closer, and drops her voice even lower. Well, today your Daddys heart suddenly stopped working, just like Charlies did. Charlie was old, though, and your Daddy wasnt, so its a big shock. But it means your Daddys gone too, just like Charlie.

What, to play with Charlie? asks Luke.

Yes, says Karen, at once liking his thinking. To help Charlie win as many fights as he can.

Oh. Luke is puzzled.

But Daddy is not just going to play with Charlie. Daddy is going to do all those things that Daddy loves.

Is Daddy up in the sky? asks Luke.

Yes, says Karen. She really cannot think of a better explanation. The accuracy is hardly important. The main thing is the emotional truth, surely, and delivering the news as kindly and clearly as she can. Do you understand, honey? she asks Molly.

Molly is busy sucking sucking sucking on her juice, even though Karen can hear all thats left in the container is air.

Karen looks into her face. Eyebrows furrowed, bottom lip protruding; she knows her daughter has understood something of it. Anyway, where Daddy has gone, he can do all the things he likes doing, ALL the time. Hell be able to play football . . . there are lots of people there who love playing football. Hell be able to drink beer . . . Im sure he can find plenty of men who like to have a nice cold beer up there. Hell be able to chat with friends; have a snooze in the afternoon  every afternoon if he wants to; and listen to his music, really loud! And you know whats really nice? He wont have to go to work, in London, ever. Hell be able to do his designs, just the ones he likes, whenever he wants. Hell have a lovely time! As she says all this, Karen feels disconnected from her words; her speaking voice is far more jovial and upbeat than she is inside.

But doesnt Daddy like being with us, Mummy? asks Luke.

Karen has not seen this one coming. Of course he does, sweetheart.

But I thought you said Daddy could do all the things he likes doing?

Well Karen searches for an answer. He is right, of course. Its just that up there, there are people who need Daddys advice and help. You know how good Daddy is at that. And right now they need it more than we do, so hes gone to help them work some stuff out.

Luke frowns. So when hes helped them, will he be coming back?

Oh, Lord, she is making a right mess of this. No, my love, he wont.

Luke begins to cry.

My baby boy. She hugs him tight and rests her cheek on his brown mop of hair. Im so sorry. His tears release her; she begins to weep too. Its very sad, and its not very fair. Daddy didnt really want to go, but he had to. You know how sometimes you have to do things you dont want to, but you have to? Like brushing your teeth and eating your vegetables?

Luke nods through his tears.

Well, dying is a bit like that, in some ways. You dont want it to happen, it just does.

Oh.

Now Molly is crying too. Karen is aware that Anna is sitting on the chair on the other side of the room, witnessing it from feet away.

Hey, Anna, she says, come and give us a hug.

And Anna, clearly grateful to be of use, comes and puts her arms round the three of them, and then all four cry, giant gulping wails, together.

***

Lous sessions finish at half past three, and then she has a staff meeting, so its gone four by the time she leaves. Its a few minutes walk to the Tube, and as she makes her way there, she spies Aaron and Kyra sitting on a wall outside the newsagent. It is impossible to avoid them; they will see if she turns back to take another route. So she carries on walking. As she approaches she can see they are smoking; her immediate fear is that it is weed, as Aaron smokes far too much of it, so she is actually relieved to see the brown filter ends of cigarettes. They are not supposed to smoke tobacco either, being underage, but Lou considers it the lesser of two evils. She is just wondering whether she should involve herself in a situation she cant be sure wont escalate, when they see her coming and rapidly stub the cigarettes out on the wall beside them, leaving black charcoal smears on the red brick. Given that they are out of school and she doesnt like to come across as too authoritarian, its best to ignore it, she decides.

Hello, Miss, says Aaron, squinting as she approaches.

Hello, Aaron. Hello, Kyra. How are you both doing?

Im all right, Miss, says Aaron. How are you?

Tired, actually, says Lou as she draws up alongside. It is true: the shock of that morning has been compounded by the demands of her job and having to perform as a counsellor so immediately after the incident. Now the adrenaline rush has passed, what she really wants to do is sleep.

Up all night, then, Miss? asks Aaron.

Lou frowns. She can see where this is headed.

No, she says categorically. Yesterday was Sunday.

Doesnt stop some people, says Aaron.

Were you with a woman? asks Kyra. Her tone is a blend of disgust and curiosity.

Lou could just walk on at this point, but intuitively feels they will read that as avoidance and it will provoke them further. She looks them, first one and then the other, in the eyes. Aarons are deep brown, challenging. Kyras are pale blue, narrowed aggressively. Aaron is scuffing the ground with his trainer; Kyra is twiddling her long hair; both displacing surplus energy.

I watched Coronation Street, Lou states. Then a costume drama on ITV. Then I went to bed.

Theres a gay man in Coronation Street, says Kyra.

Jesus, these two are quick.

Indeed there is, Lou nods. She notes to herself that this seems worth exploring in their individual counselling sessions; both seem preoccupied with homosexuality.

Kyra continues, Are you gay, Miss?

It is at moments like these that Lou wishes she had chosen a less gruelling arena to work as a counsellor; one where it would be unlikely she would come across clients outside their sessions. Compared to where Lou last worked, counselling in a school makes the boundaries more blurred.

Aaron says you are. Today of all days, Lou hasnt the energy. Theres no let-up, however: Apparently you good as said so.

Guys, guys. If you want to discuss this further, I would appreciate it if we could do it at the appropriate time.

Whats wrong with now?

Lou takes a deep breath. This is getting close to bullying. I think you know, Kyra. Whilst I respect your interest in my personal life, you know the rules: if I want to keep something private, then thats up to me. If theres anything else you wish to discuss then please bring it to our session  this is a public place. Lets chat when you see me tomorrow, OK?

But how come you asks us to share stuff with you, and then you wont share this with us?

Because our roles are different.

Sounds like bullshit, Miss, challenges Aaron.

She cant help but admire his savvy. Lou talks a lot to the students about being straight and honest in their sessions, and she appreciates his perspective. I am sorry you feel that way, she concedes, but you need to respect my feelings too, and right now I am exhausted, so Im going home. She walks away.

But we still think youre a lesbian, Miss, Kyra calls after her.
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Anna steps through her front door that evening and there is no post on the doormat, no waft of stale air, no silence. Steve has scooped up her letters and put them on the hall table, the house is warm but not stuffy, there is the smell of cooking and the sound of the radio filters towards her.

Hello, calls a voice from the back of the house. You must be bushed.

Anna feels a whoosh of gratitude  what a contrast to Karens homecoming. She goes into the kitchen and Steve is standing at the cooker, wearing her apron. Whilst it is not actually frilly  that is hardly Annas style  it is pastel green and gingham, so clearly a womans garment, and there is something endearing about seeing it on such a macho male. Perversely, it makes him appear more handsome. And Steve, without doubt, is handsome. Tall, broad-shouldered, with dishevelled straw-coloured hair, he is the kind of man that women turn and stare at in the street  and some men, too, come to that, given that this is Brighton. Anna is fully aware much of Steves success as a painter and decorator stems from the fact he is eye candy  she fell for it herself, after all, when she moved to the house and needed work doing. She has noticed his looks dont seem to threaten straight men either  probably because he is also good at the male bonding thing; he loves pubs and outdoor sports and cars.

Im making spag Bol, he says, putting down a wooden spoon.

Annas heart lifts further. She had feared his reaction to the days events would be to knock back several drinks before she got home; it wouldnt be the first time he had reacted to other peoples emotional dramas that way. But she can tell that he is sober. Really, truly, she could not have coped with him being anything other than supportive today, and she is grateful.

Ooh, yum. She can smell tomato, minced beef, onion, mushroom and garlic. It is just what she feels like eating: homely, comforting, full of carbs, and one of Steves best dishes. He is an accomplished cook; Steve is good at most things that involve using his hands. (So he must be good in bed, then, Karen had joked when he and Anna met.)

Come here. He turns down the radio and opens his arms. Anna steps into the space and leans against his chest, inhaling his scent, feeling the heat of his body, his strength, his solidity. There is nothing she needs more than this, and she breathes out, long and hard, trying to exorcise some of what she has been through.

Must have been quite a day. He kisses the top of her head. So, what can I get you?

Anna would dearly love a large glass of red wine at this moment, but she says, A cup of tea, though shes had plenty already.

You sure?

She nods. If I start drinking I wont stop. This isnt true and she knows it, but if she has one he will too, and she can limit herself to just one or two drinks far more easily than he can.

OK. One tea coming up. Now, you sit down, here.

Relieved, Anna takes a seat at the kitchen table, and without her having to ask, Steve massages her shoulders. Instinctively he knows where she is holding tension and gently eases away the strain. She rotates her head, relaxing. Thats nice. He finds a knot of muscle in the nape of her neck, intensifies the pressure with his thumbs. Mm, just there . . . Thank you . . .

She leans back and kisses the nearest bit of him: her lips brush the front of his shirt and she can feel the muscles of his chest through the cotton. She is almost getting turned on, but not quite: she is still too raw from all that has happened.

So, tell me, he says.

She sighs, again. God, its absolutely awful. And, as if the movement of his hands is channelling it from her, out it pours, in one long rush: the train, the taxi, Karens call, the hospital, Simons body, the children.

When she has finished, Steve asks, Was there anyone with Karen when you left?

Yes, Simons mum came over pretty much at once, and his brother, Alan, was coming straight from work. He left early so hell be there by now. Do you remember him?

Steve nods. Sure  nice guy. Oh, well, thats something, I guess.

They were going to have to choose some clothes for Simon to be laid to rest in, the three of them. Thatll be fun. Anna winces. Still, at least Phyllis is going to stay over, by the sound of it.

Good idea. I dont think Karen should be on her own tonight. He stops massaging, and returns to the stove to the stir the Bolognese. Its on a low heat; Anna can hear it softly bubbling. Then he comes to the table, and with a scrape of wood on ceramic, pulls back a chair and sits down. It is his turn to exhale. Poor bloody Karen. He rubs his eyes, runs his hands through his hair. Jesus. I guess theres no way she can afford the new house now.

Anna nods: hes voicing something she and Karen havent broached yet  money.

Steve continues, Did Simon have any life assurance?

I expect he did. He was kind of good like that, Simon.

Not like me, you mean, Steve laughs, but there is a touch of bitterness in his voice. He feels his lack of wealth keenly.

No, not like you, Anna agrees, but her tone is forgiving, affectionate. At this juncture she is so glad to have Steve there by her side, pulsing with life and energy, that she has no urge to jibe whatsoever.

Awareness of Steves physicality thrusts her back to the hospital with a jerk. The sight of Simon is one she will never forget. Shes not seen a dead body before and she doesnt know what she expected, but it wasnt that. In life, Simon was bigger even than Steve  a real tank of a man  yet that afternoon he seemed so much smaller, so grey, so still.

She leans in, closer to Steve, and takes his palm in hers. She is struck by the contrast again; here she is holding her partners hand, just as Karen held Simons earlier. And here is Steves hand, filled with warm blood and pumping veins and firm bones and working tendons, with its chipped fingernails and hardened skin from years of manual labour. She grips it, she grips tight. For that brief moment it feels as if it is all that is keeping her from being swept away.

***

Again, Mummy, again!

Karen closes the picture book and puts it down. Twice is enough, Molly.

And Mummy is pretty tired today, says Simons mum, Phyllis.

This is an understatement; Karen is near catatonic with exhaustion, but sleep will not cure it.

Alan has come and gone, taking Simons clothes for the undertaker with him. She could hardly see straight to choose something for her husband to wear, but she did her best, and with Phyllis and Alan to help, theyve selected a dark grey work suit, clean white shirt and Simons favourite silk tie.

Now she and Phyllis are putting Molly and Luke to bed. Together theyve managed to feed them  fish fingers and baked beans were simplest  and bath them, get them into their pyjamas and upstairs, without too much protest, to their room. Karen is thankful for her mother-in-laws assistance and presence; left alone, she fears she might just have sat in the living room clutching the children, the three of them weeping all night. But for the last hour or so the adults have distracted Molly and Luke with normality. Nonetheless, Karen is aware that Phyllis is in severe shock too. To lose a child is awful under any circumstance; to lose one so late in ones own life, and so unexpectedly, is a blow from which she may never recover.

Luke interrupts her thoughts. Wheres Blue Crocodile? Blue Crocodile is his favourite toy, worn, gaping in places and with stuffing coming out at the seams. Incongruously for a crocodile, he is very furry, though the fur is matted now from years of attention. Luke has been less interested in him of late, but he still asks for him when hes in need of comfort.

Hes here, says Karen, locating the toy at the foot of the bed. Luke grabs and squeezes him tight. Shall I tuck you in?

Luke shakes his head, obstinate. I want Daddy to tuck me in when he gets home.

Phyllis and Karen glance at each other. Has he not understood? Karen thought he had. But maybe its too much for him, beyond his comprehension. And under usual circumstances, of course, this would be exactly what would happen: when Simon got home from work he would bound up the stairs, two at a time, just in time to say goodnight.

No, my little one, do you remember, I told you? Daddys not coming back tonight, Im afraid.

Oh. Is he coming tomorrow?

No, Im so sorry. Karen doesnt want him to start crying again  itll set her off too. She changes tack. For the moment all she can offer is herself, so she says, But I tell you what, why dont I just sit with you here, till you go to sleep? We can turn the light out, but Ill just be here, on the chair, until you both drift off.

Yes, Luke agrees.

Ill go downstairs, I think, says Phyllis, getting to her feet.

Ill be with you in a bit.

Theres no hurry. Phyllis turns off the switch. Shall I leave the door open a little?

Wider, says Molly. They both like to see there is nothing to be frightened of.

Karen can hear Phyllis softly padding down the carpeted stairs. She reaches over to stroke Mollys golden curls away from her face and then adjusts herself in the wooden chair. Its not very comfortable, but shes not bothered. What she needs now is to be with her children as they fall asleep. Then, as they slumber, she finds she cant tear herself away. She sits for hours in the semi-darkness, just to hear them breathing, still alive.

***

It is nearly midnight. The lights are off, the curtains drawn, the alarm set. Anna lies snug under the duvet, conscious of Steves body wrapped in a large curl around hers. She usually loves this; it gives her a feeling of freedom, facing out, combined with the security of being held. Steve drifts off at once, but tonight her mind is still churning.

For the first time she has the space to think of her own relationship with Simon, how much she will miss him. After all these years, she has grown to love him, platonically, but deeply. He has been a root in Annas life, someone she can rely upon. Hes shored up Karen; Karens shored up Anna. There is more, too; she will miss his humour, his kindness, his intelligence, his generosity. Even when she was at their house and she and Karen were chatting, just the two of them, over coffee in the kitchen, there was something about knowing he was there in the background, watching telly, playing with the children, doing DIY; just being. Even if he was out at work, Anna was conscious of his presence. He gave every moment she shared with her friend something indefinable, something extra. Not just security, but a sense of reality, groundedness, sheer humanity. She respected Simon; he had principles, morals. He was a landscape architect, often dealt with councils, or worked on large housing projects. There were people he refused to do business with if he felt their politics or aesthetics were at odds with his own. Simon was a moral measure by which she judged her own life, in many ways.

It all means that the prospect of living without him is scarier, less certain. Anna feels like a tent without enough guy ropes, caught in a wind, vulnerable, flailing, as if she will blow away easily. And though she is aware it is only a touch of what Karen must be feeling, it is horrible nonetheless.

Why Simon? she wonders, tucking herself more closely into the hollow of Steves C-shape for solace. Why Karen? Why now? She knows its supposed to be part of a bigger picture; all things happen for a reason, blah blah blah . . . but she just doesnt get it. Karen and Simon are such good people, so kind and loving. They havent hurt anyone she knows of, they dont deserve such punishment, it is so unfair.

Then she hears her mothers voice, from decades back, when she herself was small, explaining: But, dear, the world is unfair. Then the phrase was used to justify other children having more than Anna did: guests having bigger helpings of pudding, friends with nicer toys, classmates getting more pocket money. A simple philosophy, for sure, but the only one that seems to make any sense of everything that has happened.

***

In her house a few streets away, Karen is alone, lying on her back, eyes wide open, looking at the ceiling through the darkness. In twenty years she and Simon have spent very few nights away from each other; she still cannot remotely grasp how her life has changed from the way it was twenty-four hours ago. The king-sized bed is a yawning gulf of Simons absence. Normally, she sleeps easily, deeply. Out in seconds, awake a neat eight hours later. She doesnt get up to go to the loo, or anything. Only if one of the children cries does she stir, and even then Simon normally surfaces sooner, so he often deals with the problem. But tonight hes not there and Karen cant sleep, and she knows she wont. She cant cry, she cant move. All she can do is be. And wait for morning.

She is still lying there when, two hours later, there is a pit-pat of small feet across the landing, the sound of the door handle turning, and the room is flooded by a stripe of light in the centre of which stands a familiar silhouette.

Luke. He is trailing Blue Crocodile.

Cant sleep, poppet?

No.

Me neither. Would you like to come in for a cuddle?

Luke nods, and she holds up the sheet in a giant triangle to make room.

He curls up next to her, and she strokes the back of his neck gently, where downy hair meets pyjama collar. Within minutes his breathing steadies and he sleeps.

She lies there a few moments, then remembers: Molly. If Molly were to wake and discover shes without Luke, she might well get frightened.

As quietly as she can, so as not to disturb Luke, Karen lifts the sheet on her side of the bed, and tiptoes across the landing. Molly is slumbering soundly in her cot, a tangle of sheet, blanket and cotton nightdress rucked around her knees.

Karen leans over the cot, gently unravels the tangle and lifts Molly clear.

Molly makes a small snuffling noise as Karen carries her through. She lowers Molly onto the bed, and edges herself in carefully from the foot, between the two children, pulling the covers over them all.

Suddenly, Wheres Daddy? Molly asks.

Daddy isnt here, love, says Karen.

But Molly is barely awake; she snuffles again and swiftly resumes her slumber.

Then, oh-so-quietly, Karen says, Daddys gone.

It is more a reminder to herself than anything.

***

Less than two miles away in her attic studio, Lou is asleep on her futon. She is dreaming; a dream so vivid it seems real. She has to catch a train. She is in a dreadful hurry  it is about to leave  but there are crowds and crowds of people getting in her way. Some are facing her, blocking her path, leering, propelling her in the wrong direction, away from the train. Others have their backs turned, and are lugging big suitcases or pushing pushchairs and wheeling bicycles. They are moving too slowly, oblivious to Lous needs. She has got to be somewhere important, it is really urgent, and she is not going to make it. Although she doesnt know where she has got to be or why, she knows it is a matter of life or death.

She wakes with a jerk, pouring sweat, gasping for breath.

She is disoriented, panicked, but then sees the familiar panes of her little window outlined through the blind, and is thankful.

She is here, at home. She is not at the station, after all.

Then memories of her day flood back and as she lies there, tears start to fall silently, in sympathy with a woman she doesnt know and one she met only briefly, until there is a patch next to her cheek on the pillow, cold and damp and salty.
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It is still dark outside, but Karen can hear the faint rumble of trains in the distance, signalling it is early morning. The warmth of Molly and Luke has offered some comfort throughout the night, but nothing can ease the tumult in her mind. She has been over and over events, thoughts tumbling like clothes in a frenetic washing machine.

Simons Ive got a touch of indigestion, as they walked swiftly down the hill through the rain to the station.

Her Lets get a coffee, then, as she checked her watch, weve got time.

A coffee?

A nice milky latte might help settle it, she had argued, but it was because she fancied a drink herself. Then, as they arrived in the concourse, her dictate: Ill go and get them, you get my ticket.

She had left him to queue, while she went to the coffee stand. What if she had not done that? What if she had waited with him? Would he have told her that he was not just uncomfortable, but in more serious pain? Then they might have sat down on the circle of benches outside WHSmith, waited a few minutes, maybe even decided to catch the next train. And if theyd been at the station  so much nearer the hospital  when hed had the heart attack, the outcome could have been very different . . .

Instead she had said, You probably need to eat, when hed joined her just as the barista was sprinkling her cappuccino with chocolate.

Not sure I fancy anything, he had replied, eyeing the crumbling pastries behind the glass counter. She had been surprised; Simon rarely turned down food. So why had she not pressed him then, asked if he was feeling OK?

But instead she had persisted, Im having a croissant, so he had gone along with her.

What if that one coffee was the cause? It boosts your heart rate, Karen knows. She can picture the boiling water seeping through deep, dark granules of pure espresso into the cardboard container. How sinister, with hindsight. And she was the one who had hankered after caffeine, not him. She knew that without her, his daily ritual was to pick up a paper and avoid the faff of waiting in line. Hed simply buy a cup of tea from the girl with the trolley on board as she passed. So if it was the coffee, then it was her fault, for sure . . .

And what about when Simon collapsed? The crucial seconds before help arrived, when she could have, should have tried to revive him. Why didnt she? It wasnt like her at all. OK, she didnt know how to give the kiss of life properly, but she had an idea. Yet she had not even attempted it . . .

Then there was their last conversation, on the train. It had been banal beyond belief; all about her. She had been moaning about her job, complaining that her supervisor had moved her desk without asking her, so she no longer had a seat by the window. She only worked part time at the local council; she didnt really like it, and had begun to look for something else, scouring the Argus. What did the position of her desk matter? But she had been banging on sourly, as if it was important . . .

She never said goodbye; she even hadnt told him she loved him for ages  she cant remember the last time shed said it. In every likelihood it was lots of love Karen, scrawled on the tag of his Christmas present. Before the arrival of the children she used to tell him she loved him frequently. And its not like she loved him any less after Luke was born  if anything she loved him more  so why had she let it go unsaid? It would only have taken a moment to have said it that morning.

If only. If only. If only. Instead, he is gone; Karen is lying here, alone.

The red LED of the clock by the bed declares it is 06.01. Strange that all the clocks in the world continue when her world seems to have stopped. Yet she can see light beginning to creep through the gap in the curtains, gulls are screeching and there is a scuttling downstairs. Its Toby  though Luke would like it otherwise, he sleeps in the kitchen  and he will want breakfast, and so, soon, will the children. She could lie here forever, but she has to get up. Then she can start to do things. There are arrangements to be made, people to be told, decisions to be made about the house purchase. And first thing this morning theres to be a post-mortem. The hospital has to do one as a matter of course, to establish the cause of death, officially. She is not sure what good it will do, and the idea of slicing open her beloved Simon . . .

She cannot bear to think of it.

Then, of course, there is a funeral to be organized.

This last thought does it: before she has time to change her mind, Karen eases herself out from the covers and lifts her legs up and over Molly, who, curled into a tight little ball, is not taking up much space.

Once upright, Karen automatically reaches for her dressing gown on the back of the door. But to get to it, she has to unhook Simons. It is navy, thick towelling, shin-length, and, even though it is several years old, still luxurious; she cant resist pulling it to her, inhaling . . .

Sure enough, it is suffused with his scent: a combination of deodorant and aftershave  its what he pulled on most mornings as he stepped out of the shower  and Simons own, natural smell. Unique as he is; was. One of her favourite smells in the whole world. Still she cannot believe he will never give off that scent again.

*

An October morning, a hotel in Manchester. Grey clouds billow across the sky outside the bedroom window, doubtless there is a chill in the air, but no matter, Karen and Simon are inside, snug.

Oh, look, says Karen, opening the wardrobe. Dressing gowns. How posh.

What, darling? Simon comes from the bathroom; he has a white towel wrapped round his waist, another in his hands; he is drying his hair. He stops and says, Sorry, I missed that.

Look, she repeats, unhooking one of the gowns and holding it out. They are matching, navy, enormous, stitched on the breast with a curly M to represent the name of the hotel.

He unhooks the towel from his waist and flings it on the bed. Perfect. Then he takes the dressing gown from Karen and puts it on, tying the belt round his middle.

It suits you, observes Karen. It does. The navy brings out the blue of his eyes, but it is more than that: it fits him so well. He is big and the luxury of the fabric and the generosity of the cut does him justice in a way many clothes dont, emphasizing the breadth of his shoulders and creating a pleasing V to his waist.

Mm, she smiles. It makes you look really manly.

Dont sound so surprised, he laughs. I am manly.

Of course you are, she laughs, too.

Karen is enjoying herself. It is fun being in this hotel, all the more so because it is on expenses. Anna recommended it, and she is always spot on when it comes to matters of taste. The decor is elegant yet not stuffy, modern yet far from minimal. Whilst its not overly expensive (or Simons work would complain), the whole place has a sense of opulence, makes her feel spoiled. The night before, the bed was blissfully comfortable, the evening meal a series of sumptuous and spectacular delights  they even indulged in candlelit cocktails beforehand at the panelled oak bar. There are pleasing details too  the bath foam is not the usual hotel fare reminiscent of old ladies, but some heady concoction that allows Karen to imagine, just for this brief time, that shes someone incredibly glamorous and successful. And while Simon has come up for a conference, she has just come along for the ride, and is free to spend that day as she wants. Never mind sightseeing, she plans to go shopping  Anna has told her Manchester is great for that.

She takes a seat on the stool at the dressing table and reaches into the drawer for the hairdryer. As she does so, Simon comes over and slips his hands around her waist from behind.

And you, my lady, are very womanly.

She arches her back, tilts her head up and kisses him. She is only wearing her underwear and at once she feels aroused: it is the combination of the surroundings, sense of freedom from her usual routine, moisturizing lotion tingling on her skin, and, above all, Simon himself. He smells so clean, so fresh, and at this moment he looks particularly physically attractive.

Mm, it is his turn to mutter as he picks up on her mood. He slips a hand into her knickers and down.

Ooh . . .

His fingers find their destination fast, yet he is gentle with her: he knows her body well, how to gauge it.

She swivels to face him. Dont start anything you cant finish, she teases. Dont you have to go?

He glances at the clock by the bed. I should, he grins. But its only some boring seminar first thing. If I dont turn up till afterwards, I dare say no one will notice.

So how long have you got? She undoes the ties of his dressing gown. He has an erection. Mm, she laughs again. Id say well over six inches.

He chuckles; it is an obvious joke, but that is its humour. Id say, oh, forty minutes . . .

Only forty minutes? Slowly, she traces the line of hair from his belly down with her fingertip then looks up at him.

Well, maybe an hour . . . He raises an eyebrow at her. If thats what my girl needs.

She does, says Karen. If shes to take time to do everything properly . . . . She takes his cock in her hand and starts to move it in the way she knows he finds impossible to resist.

Minutes later, she straddles him on the dressing-table stool. They make love there, prolonging it, both feeling naughtier than they have in ages because they are somewhere different, decadent, delicious, and Simon should be at work.

Later that day, when Karen is still purring and happy, she discovers they sell the dressing gowns at the hotel as memorabilia. So she buys one from the hotel reception, and gives it to him once they are home, as a surprise. A few weeks later still, she discovers she is pregnant. Whether it was that morning, or the night before, she is never sure. But she works out from her cycle that at some point on that trip, Luke was conceived. Her baby boy, now five years old, lying asleep in her bed, all slight and small and sucking his thumb, in the spot where usually Simon himself would lie; her Simon, all big and broad and manly.
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Annas alarm goes off; she wakes with a lurch. She had finally fallen asleep around 3 a.m.; now she is launched straight into the world by the radio, tuned permanently to Radio 4. Even though Steve would prefer music, it is a battle Anna has won, arguing that she is the one who has to be up and out first. Anyway, Anna has the final say, although she has never had to articulate it: this is her house  Steve contributes to the mortgage, with sporadic payments of rent or else in DIY, but she is the one whose name is on the deeds. Anna is specific  even truculent  about her tastes. She doesnt like music first thing, she cant be doing with DJs. She finds their determined perkiness too much; it often clashes with her mood. Moreover, she finds music  pop songs especially  too loose, too vague. They leave her hanging, emotionally unsettled, and she doesnt like that, not first thing, at any rate. Under normal circumstances she finds there is something about the spoken voice and news  however grim  that places her in reality, somewhere specific in time. It gives her a sense of stability, grounds her.

Today, however, everything is different. Almost before she has even opened her eyes, Anna is conscious of the events of the day before: Simon, Karen. The presenter is interviewing a politician  one gravelly voiced Scot versus another  but she doesnt take in a word; her head is jostling with sadness and worry and anger and feelings she cannot even define.

Before she gets sucked in, she focuses: today she is going to work. Karen has assured her shell be OK with Phyllis there; that she and Phyllis can support each other. Anna will go over that evening. So she must get up. Now.

Steve is still fast asleep, snoring slightly. It never ceases to amaze Anna how he can slumber in spite of the radio, but four years together have proved that he can, perhaps because when he works its physically exhausting. In some ways Anna resents it, as it serves to underline how brutally early she has to be up and out of the house. But in others she likes it because it allows her to get ready without any interruption.

In the night Steve has flung his arm around her, and it is resting on her shoulder. Gently she lifts it up, slides herself out from under the duvet and slips her feet into worn suede slippers. Then she pads over to the far side of the room and turns on the little fluorescent light above her dressing table. It is not that bright and Steve rolls over, mutters vaguely, and resumes snoring.

After showering, Anna dresses. Normally she likes to plan her outfit; assemble shoes, tights, separates and jewellery so they complement each other, before she goes to bed. She has done this since her university days, when she and Karen shared a house. Karen has always thought her incredibly organized, and, as Anna rummages for clean underwear, she hears her friend teasing: You are such a control freak! Karen is one to pull on whatever is nearest, if it is an average day, or if she is going somewhere special, whatever takes her fancy that moment.

Anna sighs. Today, of all days, deciding what to wear wont be top of Karens list.

Because she wasnt up to laying anything out the previous night, now Anna behaves like Karen and reaches for what is easiest: yesterdays skirt and top.

Next, she does her make-up. But as she opens her eyes wide to put on mascara, she is overwhelmed by an urge to cry. It takes her aback; until now she has been fine, or fine-ish, operating on automatic pilot. The tears spring forth before she can stop them, smudging her eyeliner and leaving pale trails through her blusher. She wants to howl like a baby, but gulps and blinks back the tears.

Blast, shell have to apply some of her make-up again; shell miss the seven forty-four if she carries on like this. She forces herself to concentrate, and, a few minutes later than usual, she is ready.

Outside the morning is cold but crisp. It is getting light, and as she heads down the steep hill to the station, legs juddering as the incline propels her forwards, her breath billows white, like steam from a train in an old movie.

***

Lou loves her sleep, and has her morning routine down to a fine art so she can maximize her time in bed. She lives a mile from the station, but her alarm goes off later than Annas. Her priorities are: get clean, dress, eat, drink, all as fast as possible.

Her studio doesnt have a bath; there is not room, but a brisk power shower is a daily pleasure. She loves the way the water blows away the blurry feel of night: a sensation she compounds with a peppermint shampoo called Invigorate which makes her scalp tingle. A quick blast with the dryer  she doesnt even need to see what she is doing, so familiar is the routine  a touch of gel and her hair is ready; she clips on a cotton bra with equal dexterity, then it is clean knickers and T-shirt, jeans, zip-up top. Next, breakfast. A bowl of muesli and sliced banana, eaten standing at her little attic window, watching the rising sun transform the sky in the east. Barely has she swallowed the last mouthful and had a couple of slurps of tea before she is pulling on her parka, tucking one leg of her jeans into her sock, wiggling into her rucksack and bounding down the stairs.

She keeps her bicycle in the narrow communal hall  an agreement she has come to after much wrangling with her neighbours. She pushes on the light  its on a timer  to see, knowing it will go out just before she has turned the key in the lock; the landlord is tight about any expense, including electricity. No matter: after several years Lou knows the layout in the dark. All she needs to do now is open the front door, edge the bicycle down the steps (banging her shins as she goes  ouch) and with a swing of her left leg over the crossbar, she is off.

It is a much nicer day today, she thinks as she speeds along the promenade; chilly, but fresh  perhaps it will be sunny later. She is concentrating so hard, head down, focusing on the motion of the pedals, that  oops  she has to swerve sharply to stop herself from going into the back of a large vehicle. It is an ambulance, double-parked across the inside lane of the road by the Palace Pier, blocking her way. Its lights arent on, but there is a police car too. Something is happening.

She slows to look, and sees paramedics carrying a stretcher up the slope from the beach. At once she knows the reason for the lack of flashing lights  a cover is pulled over the bodys face; the emergency has passed.

Oh, dear, she thinks. Not again.

But she has not got time to stop, and anyway, that would seem prurient. So she sticks out her right arm at a mini-roundabout and turns up towards the ornate domes of the Pavilion and Theatre Royal.

The rhythm of pedalling acts like a sieve, sorting her thoughts.

I need to deal with Aaron, she thinks. Thats something I cannot leave to fester. I need to ring my mother, and  damn it  let Vic know I wont be able to make her party.

Her mother. Hmm . . . The furthest Lou has been able to push rebellion is to hold off on calling the night before as requested, but she is going to agree to the visit itself.

She cuts along the back streets of the North Laine to the station, switching down a gear as she goes. It is uphill, but Lou is fit and used to it. Rows of white terraces flank her on either side; houses with doors that open straight on to the pavement. Here there are no front gardens, merely window boxes or clusters of pots by doorsteps. A century ago these dwellings used to belong to railway workers and fishermen. They have long since been taken over by boho families with small children called names like Apollo and Atlas, students with multiple piercings and dreadlocks, and artists of sometimes questionable talent struggling to pay the rent.

Lou gets off her bike and wheels it through the station to the cycle stands at the back. She locks it, removes her helmet and heads for platform 4.

How strange, she thinks, recalling the previous morning, that everything is totally back to normal; everyone is behaving as if nothing has happened. It makes her feel sad, that one persons life has so little impact. And what about that body on the beach just now? Perhaps it was one of the people who sleep on the beach; Brighton has a lot of homeless people, and winter is hard for them. If so, chances are their death will impact on an even smaller circle  many people prefer not to think too deeply about them, let alone get involved.

Lou sighs and checks her watch. Oh, well. She makes for the front of the train so as to be near the exit at Victoria, scouring the windows as she walks for a glimpse of Anna.

She would like to see her again; she feels connected to her by shared experience. But either Anna is not here yet or she is not working today. Although Lou has given Anna her card, she has no way of initiating contact herself.

I do hope she is OK, she thinks, and her friend Karen, too.

***

Anna buys her breakfast at Marks & Spencer in the station forecourt as she always does, and heads for platform 4 and the seven forty-four. She has cut it much finer than usual, but manages to find a carriage where there is still space  its an advantage that Brighton is the start of the line. She takes off her coat and puts it on the shelf overhead and settles into a window seat, facing forwards, her usual choice. Briefly, she thinks of Lou, wonders whether to call her or send a text. But shes not up to holding a conversation with anyone today, she decides, not unless she has to. Another time, maybe, when she is less raw.

A couple of minutes later there is a blast of a whistle and the train sets off. They stop at Preston Park, someone takes the seat next to her, and her journey is going just as it has done for months on end, until they pull out of Burgess Hill and she is overwhelmed.

This is where it happened. Twenty-four hours ago exactly. At this place, Simon had a heart attack.

Inexplicably, the tears burst forth before she can stop them. Miniature rivers and rivers, smudging her eye make-up all over again.

What is happening?

The people next to her and opposite, whom she doesnt recognize from yesterday, were probably on the train, but have no idea she knew the man who died.

They will think she is mad, crying. It is ghastly, these unexpected bursts of emotion. They seem to come from nowhere. She reaches in her bag for a tissue.

She can see the man opposite eyeing her, so struggles to smile at him, stop herself from weeping. It doesnt really work; all she does is grimace.

Then, through the tears, comes a fresh realization. She betrayed Karen in many ways, being on the same train, a few carriages apart.

What if Id known Karen and Simon were on board? she thinks. What if we had bumped into each other at the station? Or if by chance we had been in the same carriage, and Id seen them when I got on? If they were sitting down before I did, I must have walked straight past. If we had been together, I could have helped, altered the course of events, done something. But instead I was here, almost in this very spot, reading my magazine. Oblivious.

She remembers folding over the page with the jacket she wanted to buy on it. How materialistic, how shallow she is.
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Lolloping walk, low-slung jeans revealing underpants elastic, giant trainers: Lou sees Aaron a few paces ahead of her. She also smells him. Wafting behind, sweet, sickly, heavy: skunk. They are less than two hundred yards from school; it is not even nine in the morning. Her heart sinks.

Should she catch up with him and confront him, or let it go? He is not on school grounds; strictly, it is beyond her remit. Especially as she is his counsellor, not his teacher, so his relationship with her is unlike his with other members of staff. She doesnt want to seem pompous or dictatorial and the situation between them is already sticky. Plus she has not got a session scheduled with him today, so his being stoned wont affect her directly. To ignore it would be far easier. Still, he wont function properly if he is stoned, and thats not in Aarons interests. Long term, he needs to get back into conventional education  be deemed able to return to a regular school. Skunk before lessons is not the way forward.

So she ups her pace and within seconds is alongside. Aaron, hi.

He is caught unawares, with no time to jettison the joint. His manner is lazy, nonchalant. Oh, hello, Miss. He turns his gaze to her. Eyes sleepy, narrowed, bloodshot. Want some? He holds out the reefer with a practised finger and thumb, roach end towards her.

No, thanks.

He stubs it on a concrete lamp post, but instead of throwing it away, slips it into his pocket to finish later, defiant.

Lou takes a deep breath. Its interesting youre smoking before school.

He looks down. Mutters, Whats it to you? Youre not seeing me today.

Its not me that Im bothered about. Its you. Im wondering why you need to be stoned for lessons.

He turns to her, smiles, audacious: Makes them more fun, Miss.

But how can you focus when youre stoned?

Dont find it a problem.

I think you could concentrate more if you werent.

So youve been stoned, then?

She has to hand it to him; once more he is swift, even in this state. Aaron, this isnt about me, this is about you. Isnt smoking weed what landed you here in the first place?

His eyes narrow further. He is angry. You gonna report me, then?

Im not sure. Lou considers it his teachers role to instil discipline, not necessarily hers. If she is to gain his confidence, she cant betray all his misdemeanours.

A few beats silence. They continue walking side by side. They are nearly at the school.

Eventually, he breaks it. Strikes me you have your secrets, and I has mine.

She knows what hes alluding to; the remark is loaded, threatening. And his argument has a certain logic, impressive for someone who is stoned. Then again, he is adept at functioning through a haze.

You know the ground rules, she reminds him, as they enter the building. Your relationship with me isnt about my life. Im here to help and support you.

If you say so. But he grins, confident he has disarmed her, for the moment at least. See ya. He turns and heads down the corridor.

Lou mounts the stairs to her room, brow furrowed. However long he and Kyra prolong this dance, even if they intimidate her further, the outcome must be the same  she will not reveal herself to them; they must learn respectful social skills. Nonetheless these incidents have brought one thing home to her. She would like the support of a colleague; she wants the head to know. Shell have a chat with her as soon as they both have a moment.

***

Just after nine oclock, Anna steps out of the elevator and into the Chelsea marketing agency where she freelances as a writer. Most people will not know anything out of the ordinary has happened, she reminds herself, pushing thoughts of Karen and Simon aside. Probably only her boss, whom shed phoned the morning before, and Petra, the woman who schedules her workload, will have any idea. And they have their own preoccupations; it will be of passing interest to them, no more.

Sure enough, a Feeling better? is all her entrance prompts from the receptionist. Anna doesnt correct her. If her colleagues think she has been off sick, it is fine by her.

Yes, thanks, she says, and pushes open the double doors into the noisy office where she spends her working day.

Annas desk is sectioned off from Finance by a shoulder-high partition: through it she can hear the young woman who sits just the other side thumping on her keyboard with a clickity-clack of her nail extensions.

In the Creative Department her colleagues are behaving just as they always do: to her left is Colin, the new boy fresh from college, mumbling to himself, reading radio ad scripts aloud so he can time them with a stopwatch. She can see from the wodge of A4 he is clutching that he has written up several different ideas; he is so keen, his mere existence makes Anna feel guilty. To her right are Bill, an art director, and Ian, another copywriter, talking about last nights telly. They are more like she is: very experienced at what they do, middle-aged, world-weary, sardonic. She likes them both.

But before she has a chance to indulge in some morning banter, she is collared by Petra.

Anna, hi, she says briskly. Feeling better?

So her boss hasnt even told Petra what was up. Anna doesnt know whether to read this as discretion or disinterest on his part, but no matter, it makes it easier. If someone is too kind, she might cry again.

Yes, thank you, she nods, and Petra gives her some letters to draft for an insurance company. Initially stalled by fear that she cant do the work, Anna forces her brain into gear and, minutes later, starts typing. Within half an hour she is feeling more normal; it is good to focus on the familiar. Eventually she has the strength to step out into the corridor for privacy, and phone Karen.

***

Karen is standing in the kitchen, looking out of the French windows but not really seeing anything, while Phyllis is sitting at the breakfast bar, pen in hand. The children are watching Dora the Explorer in the living room: not something Karen would normally advocate at this hour, but today nothing is normal.

She might have managed to put on some clothes  though if someone had asked her to shut her eyes and say what she is wearing she wouldnt remember  and she might have managed to give the children breakfast, but she has not been able to eat anything. She feels very strange physically. Even though she is not moving, her legs seem light, as though her feet arent quite on the floor. She is like one of those figures in a Chagall painting, floating around the room, limbs in limbo, defying gravity. Worse, she keeps having terrifying whooshes of panic that leave her breathless, heart palpitating.

She and Phyllis are struggling to make a list of other friends and relatives they need to tell about Simon. Phyllis is in charge of writing; Karens job is to remember names. If only it were that easy. Everything is upside down, not as it should be, including her memory.

Get a grip, she tells herself. People need to know what has happened.

She looks at the clock. I could do some phoning now, I guess. Its a perfectly reasonable time.

Phyllis nods. Before you do, though, I was wondering. I think Id like to go to the undertakers and see Simon.

Sure, says Karen. Of course you would.

Phylliss voice cracks. It just doesnt seem real. She starts weeping. My boy.

Poor Phyllis. Even through her own grief, Karen feels it: the longing of a mother for her son. What would it do to her to lose Luke? Age makes no odds, surely. Karen goes over, puts her hands on the back of her mother-in-laws shoulders, bowed these days with old age, rests her head on her soft grey pillow of hair. They remain like that a while, quiet save for Phylliss tears; the physical connection says it all.

Lets ring them, then, suggests Karen, eventually. See when Simon is likely to be released from the post-mortem. I think it was due first thing this morning.

Do you want to come with me?

Karen hesitates. She wants to grasp every opportunity there is to be with Simon  she would have gone back to the hospital yesterday afternoon if it had not been for Molly and Luke. But that is the point: she has to think of them. Id better stay here. It would be a bit much for the children.

Whatever you think best. But I would like to say goodbye to him.

Just then, a small voice interrupts them. Who are you going to say goodbye to?

They both turn to see Luke standing at the kitchen door.

Your Daddy, says Karen, before she has a chance to stop herself.

But I thought you said Daddy wasnt coming back.

Oh, no, shes made a mess of it again. Poppet, Im sorry, hes not.

So how come Granny is going to talk to him?

Shes going to say goodbye to his body, not Daddy himself.

I dont understand.

Daddys body has stopped working. She takes a deep breath. Its very sad and we will miss him very much. But Luke just appears confused, so Karen continues, You remember how I told you yesterday, hes a bit like Charlie? Do you remember how Charlies body was still here, when he died, and how we buried it in the garden, but Charlie himself was gone?

Are we going to bury Daddy in the garden?

Karen cant resist laughing gently. No, honey, were not. What well do, because Daddy is a very special person, is have whats called a funeral in a few days time. It is a kind of party, though people will be a bit sad and some of them might cry. Thats when you and I and Molly can say goodbye to Daddy properly.

But I want to talk to Daddy today! He stamps his foot. Cant I go with Granny?

Karen and Phyllis look at each other. Neither is sure what to say or do.

Phyllis scoops him onto her knee and mutters, her voice low, over his head, Might not be a bad idea, you know, if he wants to. I saw my grandfather when I was not that much older.

Karen is unsure. On the one hand she wants to protect Luke; on the other she has never been one to cosset her children, and it did help her to spend time with Simons body.

What would Simon want? she wonders. Would he want his children to see him in a coffin, all cold and lifeless? She cant be sure. Yet when his own father died, she recalls the two of them had talked about how much death is hidden these days and she knows Simon thought that a bad thing. He was conscious of his fathers background  he was an Irish Catholic and regular churchgoer  and when he died, Simon and Phyllis had tried to respect his faith as best they could. The tradition is different  its more open, Simon had said about having the coffin at his parents home before the funeral. Dad would have wanted it like this. But while Simon might have thought that appropriate for his dad, they were a generation apart. Would he actively choose the same for himself?

Round and round go Karens thoughts, spin cycle on overdrive. Nonetheless, she is conscious Luke is standing there, waiting. This is not the time for procrastination.

Perhaps what is best in this situation is whatever Luke wants. She crouches down to his level on Phylliss lap, gently grasps his shoulders and looks into his eyes. Luke, sweetie. If youd like to go and say goodbye to your Daddy, then of course you can go with Granny. But Daddy will look different.

Luke looks a touch afraid. Different how?

Its nothing to be scared of or worried about, she assures him.

Youll see, says Phyllis. Hell be very still.

Like hes asleep?

A bit. But stiller even than that.

He nods, looks up at Phyllis and declares: Ill come with you.

Karen is so proud of his bravery she wants to burst.

It is at that moment the phone rings. Karen jumps, and is then relieved: it is Anna.

***

There is no need for niceties. How are you today? Anna asks.

Terrible, says Karen, but laughs wryly.

Anna is thankful; it is good to hear Karen laugh.

Actually, you caught us trying to decide something, she says. Hang on a minute while I just take this outside, I could do with your advice.

As Anna waits she can hear the French windows sliding open and then shut again.

Its just that Phyllis wants to go and see Simon. Karen has dropped her voice.

Ah, right. Anna frowns, not sure why this is an issue. Is he still in the hospital?

Hes being brought to the undertakers  its not far from here, towards Hove. Theyre moving him after the postmortem this morning.

So she can get herself there, surely? I thought she drove.

Yes, yes, she does. Thats not the problem. Its just that Luke wants to go.

Luke? Anna struggles to keep up. Somehow she cant picture little Luke at Simons side. Instinctively she wants to safeguard him from the trauma. Seeing Simon was gruelling enough for her, let alone a five-year-old.

Karen explains, He overheard us talking about Phyllis going, and now he wants to go to say goodbye too.

Ah.

What do you think?

Gosh, Karen, theyre your children, I really dont know. What about Molly?

I was thinking she and I would stay here.

Hmm, Im not sure about that. Anna calls on all her emotional understanding. Gradually, she comes up with what she feels is the right solution. If youre going to give Luke that opportunity, I think maybe you ought to give it to Molly too.

But shes only three, dont you think that it would be a bit much for her?

Then Anna remembers. Actually, that nice nurse yesterday suggested to me that you took them to see him. If they want to go.

Really?

Yes, she did. Im so sorry, I should have mentioned it. Anna feels guilty: shes failed Karen again.

Oh, dont worry. We were all of a dither yesterday. Well, were all of a dither today too . . .

You could always ring her and ask her, but she did say that, yes. Anna stops, then adds, Its not as if Simons all bashed up or anything, is it? Hes not been in an accident or anything, in which case Id say not; it might upset them to see him like that. But he looks at peace, really.

Yes, he does. . . Mm, maybe youre right. . . I wouldnt want to force her, though . . .

No, of course.

I know what Ill do. Ill ask her too.

That sounds very sensible, agrees Anna. Im sure youll put it in a way that she understands, so see what she says. But my guess is that in years to come she might be thankful.

Goodness me, she thinks, putting down the phone a few minutes later. Who am I to encourage such openness? I keep half of my domestic life under cover. None of my colleagues know much about my troubles, do they? Imagine what Bill and Ian would say if I revealed what Steve is capable of when hes drunk. Theyd be horrified, surely.

Anna sighs. Bottling all this stuff up isnt good. In the wake of Simons death it seems even unhealthier. She returns to her desk and her letters, attempting to put her thoughts on hold once more. Still, they are there, eating away at her. Secrets. Lies. Simon lived with such straightforward honesty that his departure casts an uncomfortable light on how much she keeps under wraps.

She is not sure how much longer she can carry on like this, now shes seeing things from a different perspective.
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Is that you, Lou?

Blast. Lou was going to call, yet her mother has gazumped her. She feigns enthusiasm. Yes, Mum, hi!

I thought you were going to ring me last night.

Barely a sentence spoken and Lou is made to feel bad. Sorry, yes, I know  I, er . . . I had to phone a friend before I got back to you. I did mention that I had to cancel something if I was to come. Ha! Fight guilt with guilt, Lou: that is the tactic.

But her mother seems interested only in whether Lou is doing what she wants. So you are coming, then?

Yes, yes, I am.

On the Thursday?

Aargh! No. Ill come on Saturday morning.

Oh, really? Not sooner?

Im afraid I cant, she says abruptly. This is a lie; she could go on Friday after tennis, but cant face the prospect of that long with her mother. Im not going to a party on Saturday night as it is. This bit is true, and to salvage some of her plans is only reasonable. She is damned if shes going to surrender to her mother completely.

Thats good, darling, thank you. Lous mother has clearly picked up on her tone, and realized this is the most shes going to get. Uncle Pat and Auntie Audrey will be so pleased to see you.

Yeah, right, thinks Lou, furiously twiddling the phone cable to contain her irritation. She decides to cut her mother short. Is that all, Mum? Its just Ive a couple of other calls to make and I only have a few minutes before my next student.

Oh, OK. Her mother sounds disappointed, but Lou ignores her. Do as you would be done by, after all.

Bye, then! Lou is ludicrously upbeat, and puts the phone down. She cant resist kicking her filing cabinet, though, once shes in the clear.

Id better phone Vic, then, she concludes. Vic is an old friend, whom Lou has known since school. Shes still got a few minutes.

Vic, its Lou.

Hello.

Im afraid Ive got some really annoying news.

Oh, what?

I cant make your party.

Bugger. Why?

Its my mum.

Not again.

Yes, again.

What this time?

She wants me to go and help with my Auntie Audrey and Uncle Pat. Uncle Pats not been well and shes asked them to hers as theyve barely been out of their house for months.

Why does she need you there?

To look after them. They are quite hard work.

Cant she do that?

She says not. Her hips bad, you know.

But you always go. Cant your sister Georgia help?

You know she wont be able to. She might be able to drop by, but shes got kids and things  shes bound to have stuff arranged already.

But so have you! Ive had this party planned for ages.

I know, I know, Im sorry. Theres guilt wherever Lou turns. And its not as if she isnt disappointed anyway. Vic knows so many colourful people that her parties are usually a riot.

Its my birthday on Sunday. Its rare it falls on a weekend.

More guilt. Vic, honestly, Id so much rather be with you  it goes without saying, surely. But I cant say no. You know what my mother is like. Shell be a nightmare for months if I dont go.

Vic sighs. I suppose so. Its a shame, though. There was another reason I wanted you to come.

Oh, yeah?

I had someone I wanted you to meet.

Lou stops twiddling the phone cable. Really?

Indeedy.

Who?

Vic isnt gay herself, but she works in the theatre and has heaps of gay friends, although most of them tend to be men. This lovely woman I met recently backstage.

Oh?

Yes. A friend of one of the actors. Shes just your type.

Whats her name?

Sofia.

Is she Italian or Spanish or something?

Yes, Spanish, but shes lived here for years.

Whats she like, then?

She seems like a very nice person. Funny and intelligent and, well, just lovely.

What does she look like?

I said, shes just your type. Pretty.

Pretty in what way?

Short dark curly hair, brown eyes; honestly, shes really attractive. Id fancy her myself if I was gay.

Mm, she sounds great. What does she do?

She works for a web company. Shes a director, I think.

So, bright too, and seemingly capable. Lou has had it with needy types. It is all most appealing. How old is she?

Thirtyish, Id say.

Thats a couple of years younger than Lou, but not too young. Where does she live?

Acton, at the moment. But she works in East Croydon.

Lou races ahead. Shes at her happy ending already: Ooh, so if we got together she could commute!

My thoughts exactly.

Lou remembers her obligations. She kicks the cabinet again. Damn!

Well, its your loss . . .

Cant I meet her some other time?

Vic exhales theatrically. Her profession is no coincidence  theres more than a little drama queen in her. I suppose so, if you must.

Aw, Vic, go on, you know I havent had any sex for months. Set us up.

What, on a blind date?

Oh, no, thats a bit embarrassing. Cant we go out, you, me and her or something?

Im not introducing you if this is all just going to be about sex.

Youre a fine one to talk!

No, I know, but still, Im not. Shes a nice girl, Sofia. Im not having you break her heart.

Of course Im not going to break her heart! Lou protests. Though in some ways she is flattered Vic would think her capable of such a thing; treating women mean is hardly her style. In truth, shes usually the one who gets hurt, not the other way round.

All right, Vic relents. Ill see what I can do. Youd better tell me when youre free, then.

Friday night? says Lou hopefully. She doubts Vic will be around at such short notice.

Hmm, as a matter of fact, I might be available . . . Vic is toying with her, Lou can tell from her tone. Shes loving it.

Thank goodness Lou told her mother she couldnt go to hers until Saturday. Why dont you come down to Brighton? she suggests, eager. We could go out.

Well . . . I was supposed to be painting my flat  I want it to look nice for the party. And as youve let me down, Im not sure I should be quite so accommodating . . .

Oh, Vic, honestly! Since when did decorating ever take precedence over anything? Vics flat is a tip; she has lived there nearly ten years and has barely cleaned it in that time, let alone decorated. Anyway, arent you better off painting it after the party? It might get damaged.

Maybe you have a point, Vic concurs. Im not getting drunk, though  Ill have to host the next day.

No, no, we wont, assures Lou, though she knows Vic will.

And youll have to invite someone else too. Im not going out in my prickly green suit with just the two of you. That wont be much fun for me.

OK. Lou racks her brains. A suitable candidate is not that simple: a lot of her friends are paired up; another couple could exacerbate Vics sense of exclusion. Plus Vics a strong character; some of her quieter single friends might find her overwhelming. What about Howie? You met him before  at that Murder Mystery gathering, remember? Howie lives locally and theres the chance he might be available, especially as hes just dumped his boyfriend of several years and is up for socializing at the moment.

Let me ask Sofia before you speak to him. Even if she is free, she may not want to come all the way to Brighton.

On this score, Lou appreciates she is being truthful. Sure, fine. Ill keep it open until you let me know. I must get on now, anyway  my next students due any second.

***

Right, children, says Karen, going over to the television. Luke and Molly are sitting on the sofa, legs swinging as they dont yet reach the floor, mesmerized by the closing credits of Dora. That episode is finished, so there will be no more telly for a bit.

She switches it off. Aw, says Luke.

Now, Molster, in a while, Luke and Granny are going to say goodbye to Daddy. And we can go too, but only if youd like that. So you need to listen to me very carefully before you make up your mind.

But Molly just sits there wide-eyed. Her face  so heart-wrenchingly reminiscent of Simons  has borne the same perplexed expression for most of the morning. Karen is not sure if she understands or if it is all simply too much.

Daddy is going to be buried soon, Karen explains.

But not in the garden, remembers Luke, soberly.

No, not in the garden. And when he is buried, hell be in a special box, called a coffin.

Like Charlies? Theyd buried the cat in a large shoebox.

Yes, I suppose youre right. A coffin is a bit like that. Anyway, when we see Daddy in his special box, he wont be the same as youre used to. He will be like Charlie was, when Charlie died. So although you can say things to Daddy and tell him goodbye, he wont be able to say anything back to you, because Daddy is gone to  she flounders and then uses the only word that seems appropriate  heaven.

Up in the sky, nods Luke.

Yes. So what well be seeing is only part of Daddy, not all of him.

Molly looks anxious. Is he missing some bits? Like Princess Aurora? Princess Aurora is Mollys favourite toy. But the doll long ago lost the ball in her hip joint, so only has one leg.

No, no, Karen corrects her. Hes all there, nothing like that. Its just his body will be there, but not his character. As soon as shes uttered this, she knows its too big a word for Molly.

But somehow Molly seems to have understood the essence. I want to say goodbye too, she proclaims.

Are you sure? We dont have to go. You and I could just stay here and  oh, I dont know,  Karen plucks an idea from the air  make biscuits. Then Luke and Granny can have them when they get back.

Molly shakes her head. I want to go with Luke and Granny.

So far as Karen can tell, she has grasped it. Right, thats settled then. Whos my gorgeous girl? She picks her up from the sofa and gives her a hug and a kiss.

But then, as she leans to ruffle Lukes chestnut hair, she sees its his turn to look troubled. Whats the matter? You worried about going now?

Mummy, will Daddy be all right in a shoebox?

She understands his thinking. The thought of Simon alone in hard, frosted earth upsets her too.

Luke continues, When we buried Charlie, we gave him his favourite blanket.

Ah, yes. Bless him; hes following the Charlie parallel right through to its conclusion. Are you thinking it would be nice to give Daddy something to cuddle, sweetheart? They can hardly bury Simon with a rug matted with fur, however. She tries to think what might work instead.

But before Karen can come up with a solution, Luke jumps up from the sofa: I know! and runs out of the room.

Molly wriggles out of Karens arms, slides down her leg and follows her older brother. There is a thump thump thump up the stairs to their room. She can hear Luke saying something to Molly, and her replying. A minute or two later, and they are both back down. When she sees what they have in their hands, Karen has to force herself not to cry.

It is Blue Crocodile and Princess Aurora.
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