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         iPRAISE FOR TIME BEING

         ‘Time Being is a brilliant and engaging disquisition about moral choice ratcheted through a novel of suspense. Jude Cook’s taut, confident style tackles not only crime and punishment but the underbelly of some female friendships and professional rivalries with an admirable agility and perspicacity. A thoroughly entertaining read.’ —Amanda Craig

         
             

         

         ‘Time Being is a deftly plotted and hugely satisfying contemporary thriller, one which captures the reader from page one. Jude Cook writes like a dream, his central premise, that of a “mercy killing gone wrong”, is held taut till the final pages. Time Being isn’t a whodunnit, more a whydunnit, revealed in exquisite and lyrical prose. It’s a pleasure to read a spicy thriller which also boasts literary measure, language and full-blooded characters. This is a hybrid novel which yokes fine writing and fine plotting together – utterly rare. Read Time Being for both style and substance. A page-turner.’ —Monique Roffey

         
             

         

         ‘What happens when suicide turns into murder? Jude Cook offers a richly compelling and incisive account of a moral philosopher who dares not speak the truth.’ —Michael Arditti, author of The Tribeii

         
             

         

         ‘With Time Being, Cook has pulled off that rare thing – a literary novel that has the push and pull of genre fiction. The novel opens grippingly with the shocking news that a lecturer has been shot at close range in a university toilet cubicle. The dead lecturer is a colleague of Dr Esther Luck, our main protagonist. She is a philosopher, specialising in Kantian ethics and moral responsibility, and her thoughts question all sorts of things – sexuality, family ties, friendship, white lies, professional envy. Her ex-boyfriend is a Frenchman named Michel (the spit of Vincent Cassel, apparently) who brings with him a touch of Camus’s The Outsider. Time Being is indeed an existentialist novel but it wears its learning very lightly. It is a beautifully written exploration of what it means to live and take a life, a book about choices and second chances, and the inevitable, relentless march of time.’ —Richard Skinner, author of The Velvet Gentleman

         
             

         

         ‘This elegantly written thriller reaches beyond its nightmare premise to wrestle with serious ideas.’ —Toby Lloyd, author of Fervour

         
             

         

         ‘In this gripping work of literary crime fiction, Jude Cook presents the unravelling of a woman’s life with sensitive precision. His eye for detail brilliantly captures a particular side of London life, making it vividly immediate to today’s readers, and, no doubt, equally potent to audiences of tomorrow.’ —Emily Midorikawa, author of A Tiny Speck of Black and Then Nothing

         iiiPRAISE FOR JACOB’S ADVICE

         ‘Intriguing … The narrative moves slowly and magnificently towards a series of crises.’ —TLS

         
             

         

         ‘Set against a backdrop of rising antisemitism and full of intellectual discourse, Cook’s second novel is a thoughtful paean to Paris.’ —Daily Mail

         
             

         

         ‘Portrait of the middle-class, liberal man in 2015 as a kind of prelapsarian naif.’ —Literary Review

         PRAISE FOR BYRON EASY

         ‘There’s an addictive charm … that gives a potency to this ambitious tale.’ —Financial Times

         
             

         

         ‘Daring, moving, imaginative and, above all, funny, this is a great debut from a promising novelist.’ —Sunday Mirror

         
             

         

         ‘An exuberant, stealthily shocking debut … razor sharp.’ —Daily Mailiv
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         The news reaches Esther, like it reaches everyone else, on the last Friday before Christmas. The end of the autumn semester. London dripping with unhealthy vapours; the tawdry dazzle of the Strand’s festive lights visible from the university’s upper rooms.

         It’s by far the most shocking thing to happen on a London campus in decades. A lecturer shot dead – in apparent imitation of the Reeva Steenkamp case a few years before – through the door of a toilet stall in the Humanities building. The questions are myriad. Too many to answer in the short window the press affords the story before the customary slide into seasonal oblivion.

         The victim is Laura Cameron, Professor of Philosophy, and Esther’s dear friend and colleague. A mother of two, and almost as renowned for her eccentric, bohemian style as for her books on metaethics and moral responsibility. With her heron’s-nest hair, held high in an improbable construction, Laura was unmistakeable walking into a conference hall, or on TV. A public academic, and the youngest woman to be made professor at the University of London, Laura was brilliant, risky, unconventional. A force of nature, the newspapers predictably say. All the qualities, Esther reflects in the dark, time-arrested days of January that follow, that she lacks.

         Just forty-two. Her children, Kristina and Theo, just seven and five, deprived of a mother in the most unimaginably violent fashion.

         
             

         

         But Laura was indeed a force of nature, of life. And it’s this life-force that obsesses Esther as the broadsheets struggle with the question of why?2

         Tall and rangy. A plank-like body somehow both clumsy and agile. Latin-American brows and hot emotional eyes inherited from her Chilean artist mother. A smile revealing a dangerous feline sensuality. Laura was well-loved and slightly feared. Clad in a crazy amalgamation of charity shop and designer, a pricy bag slung over a pastel cardigan, she was bubbly, funny, raucous and intimidatingly bright. A virago and a firestarter. ‘A firework,’ as her dependable and handsome barrister husband, Jack, says, weeping on television. And not without contradictions. A femme libre and a homemaker. A pragmatist and a dreamer. An efficient organiser, tipped for Head of Department, and a loose cannon. In any given situation, she was simply herself. It is this quality – the talent of being loyal to her quiddity – that Esther, and everyone who knew her, openly mourns.

         
             

         

         And why just won’t go away.

         Who would want to murder such a woman? It’s a question the Met’s Senior Investigating Officer, DCI Wahid Malik, visibly struggles with during his frequent televised appeals for information over the Christmas holidays. Esther is transfixed by Malik’s sensitive face. His vigilant, vulnerable brown eyes. His neatly maintained salt- and-pepper goatee. His lustrous crest of ebony hair, so burnished it appears to have been polished. He reminds her of the Bollywood stars she saw on huge, tattered billboards during her time in Mumbai. Did Laura have any enemies we’re not aware of? Malik wants to know. Laura’s personal history is being excavated. It’s common knowledge at the university that Laura had lovers, both male and female, but now the whole country knows. The most frequent comparison-case cited by the press is the murder of the TV presenter Jill Dando; a case Malik refuses to mention, perhaps because it’s still shamefully unsolved twenty years later. ‘The fact remains,’ Malik says under the white glare of the lights, ‘there’s very little to go on.’ The 3crime scene, he reminds everyone, is the cleanest he’s ever come across.

         
             

         

         The gun is French-made. Ballistics have tracked the bullet that killed Laura down to a factory in Marseille. But Europol have drawn a blank. And the CCTV footage is frustratingly poor. Only the fleeting back of a tall, overcoated figure, squeezing through the security gates behind a student, indicates the male suspect was ever present. There’s no evidence of his escape route, except for a broken window in the Ancient Languages block, which may or may not have been done weeks before. No prints. No sign of a struggle. No paper trail. No motive. ‘As yet,’ Malik says, his long lashes blinking into the lens, ‘Professor Cameron’s death remains a mystery.’

         
             

         

         Like everyone who hears about, or is proximate to, a sudden unexpected death, Esther reacts to Laura’s tragedy with a desperate desire for more life. Bigger, deeper, swallowing life. On her daily walks in Priory Park, near the Crouch End flat where she’s lived largely alone for over twenty-five years, the news makes her want to fill her lungs with air; to linger under the January sun’s frail caress, to delight in its meagre warmth. Like everyone else in the country, she’s just lived through three gruelling, traumatising years of a pandemic, and so wants to live more abundantly. To proclaim, I am, I am, I am into the face of the void.

         It strikes Esther that the deaths of others haven’t really touched her until now. Astonishing, given her forty-seven years. Unless she counts the relatively early death of her mother, two decades before; a sadness that seems ever-present in her life. And, of course, the murder of most of her relatives on both sides in the Holocaust. The second-generation trauma of her parents is something she’s only recently begun to address. Her own inherited trauma, too.

         But Laura’s sudden absence from the Earth precipitates 4questions that she, Dr Esther Luck, Senior Lecturer in Philosophy, and a lifelong atheist, shouldn’t find difficult to answer. A child’s questions. Where has she gone? Where has that superabundant spirit vanished to? As Jack says more than once, ‘There’s a Laura-shaped hole in the universe.’ Some people, she concedes, take up more space in the world – more space in people’s psyches – than others. Having never taken up much space herself, being small, dark, undemanding, with a quality a former boyfriend called ‘serene intensity’, Esther is jealous of those labelled larger-than-life. Aren’t all our lives the largest thing, to ourselves? She wonders how you become this way. Does it start in early childhood? Or is it something people aspire to, something they work on, something she forgot to do when she was young? She’s surprised and troubled to find herself asking these rudimentary questions. As to the mystery of where Laura has disappeared to, she can’t answer. It shouldn’t even be a question.

         
             

         

         At the memorial service at the end of January she talks to Jack. She and Jack go back a long way. She’s known him longer than she’s known Laura.

         The ceremony is held in the St Mary le Strand Church, whose turreted, climbing spire Esther can see from her office. It’s a day of bleak rain, of quiet and terrible despair. The whole department turns out. With term suspended for a week while the investigation winds up on campus, it’s the first time many of Laura’s colleagues have had the chance to share their grief in person.

         After the Bach cantatas, the readings from Kristina and Laura’s sister Carmen, the fond reminiscences and angry avowals of justice, the big crowd files out onto the narrow spit of pavement next to the buses and tearing taxis.

         Under a wide black umbrella she finds Jack.

         ‘How are you holding up?’

         ‘I’m not sure I am,’ he says, forcing a smile.5

         His face, always so rugged yet sensitive, is distorted by grief. His penetrating cobalt eyes, usually brimming with empathy, are drained of their customary joie de vivre. Their special Jack sparkle.

         ‘The children will need you more than ever in the coming months.’

         He shakes his head. ‘I’m held together by pulleys and strings at the moment.’

         ‘Your reading was so beautiful …’ she mumbles, unable to come up with anything more profound. ‘I never thought you’d choose Montaigne.’

         Esther finds she’s crying. Hot tears streaking her cheeks. It’s not the first time Jack’s seen her cry.

         ‘She was my best friend above all else. And no one’s better on friendship than Montaigne.’

         She places her hand under Jack’s left elbow, as if to prop him up. All six foot three of him.

         ‘Just as importantly,’ Jack says, ‘how are you doing?’

         Removing her hand quickly, wiping her tears, she knows it’s a question she’ll never be able to answer.

         
             

         

         Back home, later that evening, Esther has what feels like a full-scale nervous breakdown. The dam of emotion, kept in check since December, abruptly bursts.

         Under the low lamp, surrounded by her neatly shelved rows of books, her carefully curated framed sketches, her colour-coded folders, she begins to lose her mind. She sits in the deep rattan armchair that used to belong to her mother and weeps for an hour. Through the three sash windows that look down onto Topsfield Parade, she can see the implacable Victorian face of the Crouch End clock tower. The sight feels like a repudiation. A damnation. She has time – is in time – while Laura doesn’t. Her friend is nowhere, consigned to oblivion, to countless aeons of nullity, of 6eternity. Lost to the infinite. While she at least has the finite. The here and now.

         The thought makes Esther panic, makes her desperate. It makes her want to jump out of the window and on to the street below.

         And all because of a single fact.

         The truth is, Laura’s death on the fifth floor of the university wasn’t a surprise to her. The public announcement reached her at the same time as it reached the others, but it wasn’t a shock.

         Because she was there.

         She was there.
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         She wanted to be found the following morning by the cleaner. She wanted them to open the toilet stall and see her body, slumped on the porcelain throne, a bullet wound squarely in the centre of her chest; her blood – the blood that’s caused all the trouble – in a wide crimson arc at her feet. She wanted it to be quick, efficient, painless. A simple assisted suicide. She told Michel that she’d be in the third cubicle, the one furthest from the door. That she’d be there at a quarter to seven when the university was about to close its front desk. She told him that there was no option now that all forms of cure had failed. She asked him not to think of it as a favour, or a paid assignment, but as his last act of love. Or, if that proved too much of a tall order, as his finger hesitated over the trigger, to remember her at her worst, and then close his eyes and fire the fucking gun. She told him, in language he’d understand, that God would forgive him: ‘Because what Supreme Being wants to see His children suffer?’

         
             

         

         And then.

         And then she thought of the cleaner.

         Of what it would be like to be that cleaner. Albanian, or Syrian, perhaps. Minimum wage. Back sore from the twenty-stop commute. Up in the dark at 4am, silently, so as not to disturb her kids. Choking on the chemical assault of the mop-bucket before discovering a body, black with blood, slumped on a toilet seat. A body that’s been there all night. All experienced without having had breakfast.10

         How could she do that to another human being?

         
             

         

         No. Esther couldn’t think of the cleaner.

         Because the cleaner belonged to the future. The unknowable future she would never see. The plan was a good plan – the only plan – and she told herself to stick to it. Yet the philosopher’s problem was death, so why wasn’t it easier to solve? She’d had eighteen months since her diagnosis to get it right. Why hadn’t any of it been easier? Why hadn’t she been better at this? Why, at her age, was death so shocking now it wasn’t notional; when it was no longer in its abstracted form? When it was up close and personal?

         Because it’s in death’s nature to be personal, to intrude in the most intimate way imaginable.

         To poke its grinning, pock-marked face into lives that are going well. Like it had into hers. Though Esther hadn’t thought hers was going especially well until suddenly it wasn’t.

         So she stuck to her plan.

         
             

         

         On the appointed day, she tells herself to be absolute for death, as someone instructs a condemned man in a Shakespeare play whose title she’s forgotten. She locks up her office at twenty to seven, taking a last look at the floor-to-ceiling texts, the fastidious desk, the chrome computer monitor. A last glance at Wittgenstein, Weil and Sartre. Even they couldn’t save her, she concedes.

         Under a kind of veil or trance, her heart heavy as an anchor, she makes her way to the fifth floor and its secluded Ladies lavatory.

         A symphony in blue. Scrubbed blue mica-sparkling floor. Navy basins with blue tiles. Blue cubicle doors. Only the frosted windows, with their security levers adjusted to prevent jumpers onto the Strand below, are white.

         Entering the third cubicle as arranged, she slumps down onto the ignoble seat; the tears of a lifetime in her eyes. But relief, too. Relief like seeing the ocean. Relief it is finally over at last. The 11great charade of living has finally come to an end. All she has to do is wait for Michel’s cat-like tread to put her out of her misery. An instant, wished-for oblivion.

         And then the unthinkable.

         The creak of the door and another person entering. Someone who isn’t Michel.

         Quick steps and the latch of a stall. Not the one next to hers, thank goodness, but the one nearest the basins. Someone else is using the Ladies’ at ten to seven, when the place is always so reliably empty.

         She feels panic rise, grip her by the throat. She tells herself whoever it is will leave in a moment. In any event, Michel has strict instructions. Though she rarely trusted him in the six years they were together, she trusts him in this.

         But the other visitor doesn’t leave.

         They sit there silently, as if, like her, they are waiting. She has no idea who it might be.

         And then a third visitor. It has to be Michel.

         Footsteps. A pause. The moment is upon her. She screws up her eyes. Please let it be now, now, now.

         And then the dreadful detonation.

         Followed by nothing, except silence. The silence that tells her she’s alive. Silence like nothing she’s heard since her time in the French Alps. The whole place a blue Alp, the sound of the gunshot echoing across its planes of ice.

         
             

         

         Once she’s sure the third visitor has left, she yanks the latch of her blue door and collapses out, skinning her knuckles as she does so.

         Blood is already creeping from the cubicle nearest the sink. The sight causes her to put her fist to her mouth. She’s dizzy from panic. The panic that first arose when she knew she wasn’t alone. The panic that is rising still, with no appreciable upper limit.12

         Heart galloping, she gingerly puts an eye to the neat hole in the door.

         And sees Laura Cameron. Dead. Dead instead of her. Her eyes transfixed by nothing. Her freshly lipsticked mouth slightly open, as if about to ask a question. And in the air the firework tang of gunpowder, along with another, more ancient smell; not even an odour but an indefinable olfactory presence.
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         In the tumultuous days that follow, Esther asks herself the same questions over and over. Why did Michel deliberately fire at the wrong door? Was it his idea of mercy? Of sparing her, despite their solemn covenant? Didn’t he have any idea of what she’d gone through over the last eighteen months? And now he’s disappeared, she’ll never know. But then, she told him to disappear. To save himself. To dispose of the weapon and leave the country that evening. Nevertheless, it hasn’t stopped her ringing his mobile. Every day she tries it at least three times. Every day the same message: the number you’ve called is no longer listed.

         
             

         

         The catastrophe she’s inflicted on Laura’s family is impossible to fully comprehend. The sheer magnitude of it. The total destruction. From her own selfish desire to throw in the towel, she’s deprived two children of a mother, and a devoted husband of a wife. And in the process handed them a seemingly unsolvable mystery. The only person with the power to solve it, she knows, is her. And Michel, perhaps, but she knows instinctively that she won’t see him again. He’s almost certainly fled back to France, disappearing into the underworld.

         In the early days of January, the thought of confessing – to DCI Malik, to Jack – occurs to her hourly. Of confessing the whole absurd and evil plan. But that would be like forcing the genie back into the bottle. Like reversing existence and essence. And what good would it do Jack and the children to know the truth? A truth that would inevitably land her in prison. She could 14be more help to them in the here and now. The sight of Kristina at the lectern, reading her Neruda poem in a high clear voice, still in her scarf and mittens against the cold, was devastating. Like her father, she resembled a marionette whose strings had been cut. No, Esther instructs herself: she must keep silent. Laura’s family have their impossible burden of pain, so she must have hers too.

         
             

         

         Yet the question of Michel never really leaves her. What if he does come back?

         She remembers how they first met, on the searing Moroccan sands. Her just turned twenty-eight, he in his mid-thirties. He was renting out deckchairs. She was about to head to the beach showers. In the morning, she was due to go home after two years of travelling following her doctorate.

         Lanky and stoop-shouldered. A long tanned neck. Tattoos. Mirror shades. And an abundance of risky charm. His skinny arms resin brown, pockmarked with what she’d later learn were heroin tracks. Wiry, devious, with a forceful Gallic nose. A profile like no other. ‘Like Vincent Cassell’s,’ she told him later, when they’d gone back to her hotel room and made love among the torrid sheets.

         He was a big fan of Cassel, he said proudly. His favourite films were The Godfather parts one and two. He’d always wanted to be a gangster like Vincent Cassel in La Haine.

         ‘Vincent is my surname,’ he grinned. ‘Michel Vincent. My mother’s name. A Catholic. My father is a Muslim. Mohamed Daoud. He left when I was eight. So I take my mother’s name.’

         She hesitated to reply. She noticed his left bicep bore the tattoo of a woman in the shape of an hourglass, pouring herself out like so much sand. Eventually, she said,

         ‘I can understand that.’

         ‘Can you? I use my mother’s name because it is easier to get by in France without a Muslim surname.’

         ‘Of course.’15

         ‘Then I spend my whole life looking for him.’

         ‘For your father? Is that why you’re here?’

         ‘In Morocco? No, I’m just trying to get by.’

         Michel told her he’d grown up in Paris and spent his twenties with a bohemian crowd in the 20th; hustling, acting the role of their working-class mascot. A gigolo for older women. She didn’t know whether to believe him. From the first moment, he exuded an air of vast untrustworthiness. Nevertheless, she found him exciting, dangerous. He aroused her like no-one she’d met before.

         And she never forgot his reply to her next question.

         ‘So what will you do when you find your dad after all these years?’

         He smiled, turning his cobra eyes on her. ‘I will kill him.’

         
             

         

         Maybe it was this admission – made so long ago and never, as far as she knew, acted upon – that first put the idea of the gun and the door in her mind.

         She and Michel were tempestuously together, on and off, for six years. She was exhausted when it ended. Glad to see him gone. Glad to be alive. But he came back into her life not long after her initial diagnosis. Ovarian cancer. Treatable, to begin with, at least. She had just turned forty-five. She was young, her private oncologist Dr Heyman told her. At least compared to most of his patients. But he warned her immediately that the treatment would almost certainly bring on her menopause, though she still might be able to start on HRT.

         
             

         

         Her awareness of being ill had begun with a stomach ache that wouldn’t go away. An abdominal throb. A sense of always being full, bloated, even after the smallest meal. As if she’d drunk two litres of water that had nowhere to go. Her stomach, always pleasingly flat, began to grow a convexity, a little paunch. On visiting her male GP, she was told her symptoms were probably merely 16anxiety. His sceptical eyes never left her body for a moment, as if the only examination he needed to conduct was visual. He spent ten minutes questioning her about possible causes of stress in her life. Work. Family. Relationships. ‘These can impact on the body,’ he explained, as if talking to a child. ‘Especially women’s bodies.’ Her single status seemed to stir a great deal of interest in him, even thinly disguised pity. As did her lack of offspring. ‘Why,’ he wanted to know, ‘did you never have children when you could? An attractive woman like yourself?’ ‘I still could, just about,’ she managed to retort, but he wasn’t listening. Gripping the side of his desk with whitening knuckles, she lost her temper for the first time in months. She virtually ordered him to send her for a blood test and an ultrasound scan. When the results came back with the news she’d dreaded, she wished it was anyone but her GP delivering them.

         
             

         

         The weeks that followed were close to unbearable. She couldn’t eat, sleep or read for the terror of what might happen. At work, she couldn’t concentrate. She lost her thread explaining Hegel’s Phenomenology to her First Years, a text she’d taught hundreds of times.

         The NHS consultant she initially saw took some fluid from her bloated tummy and sent her for a biopsy. It was conclusive. Stage II ovarian cancer. Epithelial, the most common type. The biopsy revealed abnormal cells in both ovaries and Fallopian tubes. What was worse was that these had spread. The tissue capsule around both had most likely broken, allowing the cancer to enter the peritoneum and other areas inside her pelvis.

         It was at this point that she decided to go private. Long ago, her mother had left her some money that had lain untouched for over twenty years. Esther decided it was now or never. She would use her mother’s bequest to fund her treatment, which, she was warned, would be lengthy and expensive if she wanted access to 17new procedures and medicines not freely on offer. It was this decision that led her to Dr Heyman, and the oppressively quiet waiting room of his Wimpole Street surgery. No matter how she tried, she couldn’t help equating it with the quietness of the grave.
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         Yet, in many ways, she welcomed the silence. Her own head had become a noisy battleground. A hundred questions vied for prominence on waking every morning. Most of them unanswerable. How sick would the treatment make her? Would she lose her hair? How much time did she have left? Either that or pointless self-castigation, much of it centred around questions her repulsive GP had asked but which only she had the right to pose. How had she allowed herself to remain single in her mid-forties, for instance? To be going through this without a partner almost doubled the burden.

         True, she had her father and brother, both of whom had been horrified at the news, but it wasn’t enough. For a start, she and her brother Nathan had never got on, and she wasn’t about to share gynaecological information with him now. During the regular Friday night dinners their father Henry still hosted in her childhood home on the noisy Aylmer Road, she would give them both a weekly running commentary. But a selective one. Nathan would be there with his family: his mellow Sephardi wife, Ruth, and three children, two of whom were now boisterous teenagers. Always arriving and leaving with his kippah firmly on his head, Nathan did something in the City with hedge funds that she had never fully understood no matter how many times he impatiently explained it to her. He was pushy, opinionated, inflexible. Spoilt, as only a first-born son can be. Compact and strong from playing squash, he had always bullied her. Blessing the wine and challah – rituals from which her father had apparently abdicated – he would 19lecture her on the value of getting a second, third, even fourth opinion when it came to ‘matters of health’. She would roll her eyes; a gesture she knew infuriated him. ‘But I’ve already sought a second opinion, Nate. The second opinion is providing my treatment.’ ‘Good, good,’ he would say, as if going private had all been his idea in the first place. At this point, Ruth would often discreetly touch or squeeze her arm in sympathy. Esther always sat next to Ruth during Friday night dinner, as if for protection. She liked Ruth and constantly wondered how she could bear to be married to her brother.

         
             

         

         The first treatments were brutal. Round after round of chemotherapy; the chemicals dynamiting her ovaries, holding her tumours in check. Despite wearing a cooling cap, a scalp hypothermia to prevent hair loss, she went bald almost immediately and began wearing a simple black-bobbed wig that made her feel like a frum wife. It was then she decided to ‘go public’ with her cancer and tell everyone beyond her immediate family about her diagnosis. For this she decided on the medium of Facebook; a mistake, as it turned out.

         Her friends in the Philosophy department were overwhelming with their concern and support. She was showered with love. And sometimes from the most unexpected sources. A few colleagues she barely knew replied to her post with the most stirring, considerate words that had ever been lavished on her. Admittedly, a number of others came out with harrowing cancer stories from their own experience that were intended to make her feel better, but which had the opposite effect. Dr Heyman had warned her about these. The most curious response had been from Laura. Always the colleague she felt closest to in the thirty-strong department, Laura was relatively circumspect and arms-length about her news. At first Esther welcomed this. The outpouring of love and offers of help had been unnerving – it was almost as if they had 20decided she’d been handed a death sentence and were preparing for her imminent demise. Grieving in advance. But Laura’s no-nonsense attitude was refreshing. It seemed to send the opposite message. Indeed, Laura repeated a simple sentence over and over: You’ll get through this, my dear. The address was characteristic. She called almost everyone ‘my dear’; an affectation learnt from her equally flamboyant mother who Esther had met a couple of times at Laura and Jack’s big house in Muswell Hill. ‘You’ll get through this, my dear. You’re a toughie. So don’t spend every waking hour not living. You have to live. You have to grasp it all! Now, now, now!’

         
             

         

         At first this was very persuasive. But then Esther remembered she’d never been a toughie. She also recalled the name of a famous cancer memoir: Because Cowards Get Cancer Too. She felt this described her perfectly. And wasn’t Laura’s reluctance to fully acknowledge she was seriously ill slightly off-key? Sure, she could see it was something Laura was doing consciously – a technique, a stance, a method. But she might have welcomed some of Laura’s famous warmth instead of steely resolve. After a while, Esther even felt her friend’s response might be a little selfish or callous. Perhaps it was even a form of self-protection. Laura was vibrantly alive, and now Esther represented death to her. There was a sense Laura was avoiding facing the subject head-on in order to dodge contagion herself. Esther tried hard to banish these thoughts, but they were persistent. Once a line of thinking has been broached it’s hard to close the door and unthink it.

         
             

         

         The worst consequence of using Facebook was that it brought Michel back into her life. She’d forgotten she’d ever friended him. She must have done it when she first joined the platform, just before they split up. He had certainly never posted anything she’d seen. But a short message from him came through a couple 21of days after she’d made her announcement. He was so sorry, he said, to hear her news. He often thought of her and missed her. Could they meet up?

         When they’d parted, Esther had vowed never to speak to Michel again. Their relationship – if she could call it that – had
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