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Chapter 1

Safa Saleem hadn’t come far in life, literally or otherwise. Her office above a shabby Ladbrokes was a mere five minutes from her childhood home and not much further from where she lived now. She tried not to think about this fact as she walked up Mile End Road, dodging the greasy remnants of someone’s kebab from the night before. The wind was fierce and blew grit into her eyes so that anyone passing the other way might think that she was teary. They would be wrong, of course, because Safa Saleem did not cry.

She paused at a heavy black door next to the Ladbrokes and let herself into a narrow stairwell that smelled of stale beer and smoke. She took the stairs two by two, keen for the heat of other bodies, but it was barely any warmer inside the newsroom. The whole of East London, it seemed, was nervously watching their heating bill. She took off her coat, a long unstylish thing that crackled with static when she hung it. The air felt dry and electric, the sort that harboured colds and dried out her sinuses. She burrowed her face into her scarf and wrapped her hands around her flask of coffee. Her desk was near a draughty window that overlooked Mile End Road, the artery that connected grubby East London to better parts of the city. It was a far cry from her sleek former offices in St James’s Park. This in comparison barely felt like a newsroom, the pace too sluggish and the space too sparse to indicate real import.

She sipped her coffee, black and scalding, and scrolled through an influx of emails. She deleted a dozen press releases that had nothing to do with her beat and then scanned anything loosely related: the reduction of fly-tipping in Tower Hamlets, the community graffiti clean-up. She reminded herself – as she did daily – that these were the crimes that affected normal people. It couldn’t all be multi-national exposés and high-profile trials; sometimes, the small, incremental wins had the deepest impact. But, still, for an investigative reporter, being booted to the East London Echo was like a drawn-out death – slow and exhausting.

She cleared her inbox just as a new email landed. She felt a click of anxiety when she saw the name of the sender: Nick Rosenberg, general counsel at The Clarion, the UK’s most respected broadsheet and Safa’s former employer. It was a cease and desist letter – markedly less polite than the last. If Safa didn’t stop harassing their employees, it said, they would refer the matter to the police. Anger flared in her chest, but one thing she had learned in this game was that she wasn’t allowed a temper. She remembered the things they had called her: frantic, neurotic, deluded. They had taken the things that made her a good reporter – her persistence, her attention to detail, her ability to see the bigger picture – and turned them into embarrassing adjectives.

She re-read the email and spent a few minutes trying to word a suitable answer, but knew better than to do so in anger. She pushed away from her desk and reached into the bottom drawer. Like a compulsion, she pulled out a dark green binder. There was barely anything inside but Safa had backed it all up regardless and kept two copies at home. That was a lesson she had learned the hard way.

‘Hey, Safa,’ said a voice over her shoulder.

She covered the green folder and turned to find Tim by her desk. Tim O’Leary was a reedy new graduate, fresh from City University, Safa’s alma mater. He was unlike the other grads that swanned through here on their way to better internships at The Times or The Clarion. Tim, in comparison, lacked what one might call ‘cultural polish’, that subtle blend of accent, confidence, taste and etiquette that Safa could only now – in her thirties – pull off with any conviction. She had become Tim’s mentor of sorts during his tenure here.

‘Do you have five minutes?’ he asked, awkwardly pulling up a chair next to her.

‘Sure. What’s up?’

‘So, um, Kevin asked me to come up with a headline for this article. It’s about some local musicians suing an AI website for using their back catalogue without permission.’ Tim dolefully offered her a printout. ‘So far, I have “local musicians sue RhythmAI for copyright infringement”.’

Safa was careful not to smile, wary of knocking his confidence. She scanned the first paragraph, then angled her head in thought. ‘How about “Algorithm & Blues”?’ she said after a moment.

Tim’s face lit up in awe. ‘How do you do that so quickly?’

‘Years of practice,’ she told him.

‘Thank you, Safa! You’ve saved my skin.’

‘I’m glad I could help.’ She handed back the printout and sent him off with a wave. Warmth pitched inside her, but it was easy to look good on a local paper where most of her peers were a decade younger. She shouldn’t even be here, but that’s what happened when your career was derailed with hardly any warning.

Safa flipped open the green binder again and looked through the scant material. She had rebuilt what she could from memory: a meagre list of witnesses and snatches of descriptions. She had lost contact with the only witness who might have agreed to speak, and it made her ache with guilt. The crime in question was so heinous, so taboo, that all other victims refused to even acknowledge it.

Safa paused on a well-thumbed page and read a list of traits: a lean but athletic frame, a coarse and scratchy beard, cold and veiny hands. It was these specific details – sensory ones she could feel – that she remembered clearly. She also knew that he might have brown skin but, beyond that, the details had been lost, curtly denied to her by the latest email from Nick Rosenberg. His blunt refusal maddened her.

She drafted a two-word reply. Fuck. You.

Then, she selected the text and pressed delete. Safa was not going to cease or desist, but she knew what it was to use the wrong words. They had upended her life twice already and she had learnt through years of rage never to use them carelessly.

*

Lily Astor caught the driver’s eye from behind her shades and flashed him a bright smile. She always felt anxious before going on air and dialled up her cheer to hide it. Smoke and mirrors and makeup were the only three things you really needed to succeed in TV.

Chris, her designated driver, parked in her usual spot. Lily thanked him and sleekly exited. She strode into Broadcasting House, tossing her long blonde hair in a movie-star gesture. Inside, the doorman swept her towards the security gates as if she might not know the way.

‘Good morning, Ms Astor,’ he said in his deep, warm baritone.

She smiled. ‘Good morning, Brian. How’s the cough?’

He patted his chest. ‘Better, Ms Astor.’

She nodded graciously and slipped through the barriers, catching the lift in time. When she had started at the channel ten years ago, she had made a point to learn the names of anyone that wasn’t ‘talent’: the doormen, the cleaners, the dinner ladies. Others did the same but always in the smarmy way of life coaches and politicians. Lily, in comparison, knew what it was like to be invisible. As a child, she had accompanied her mother, Gabby, on early morning cleaning shifts in an office block in Canary Wharf. She saw how people barely moved their legs when she vacuumed beneath their desks, or dropped plastic cups still full of liquid straight into the bin. Sometimes, Lily had to finish the job when her mother wasn’t fit to, and not once did someone question what a child was doing there.

Of course, her life now was exhausting in a different way. This – the softly curled hair, the demurely full lips and bright white smile – wasn’t natural, literally or figuratively. In fact, Lily had come upon it all by accident.

It started at the Sunday Times Magazine where she had secured two weeks of work experience along with her then best friend, also an aspiring journalist. Lily was keen to make an impression. Over lunch one day, she overheard two of the senior journalists talking about a voiceover for a radio advert. The child actor they had booked had cancelled and they were desperate to find an alternative.

Lily, remembering her favourite teacher’s advice that journalism was mostly about confidence, worked up the courage to say, ‘I’ll do it.’ She had fully expected them to gasp in relief and whisk her off to the studio, but instead she was met with blank stares.

‘Do what?’ asked Peter, the taller of the two.

‘Oh, sorry,’ she stammered. ‘I heard you needed a child for the voiceover. I’m fourteen so I could do it if you wanted me to?’ The two men shifted awkwardly and she looked from one to the other. That’s when Amelia Ranger, the editor at the time, stalked up to them.

‘What are you doing?’ she snapped. The two men parted to reveal Lily in the middle. Amelia gave all three a withering look. ‘Well?’

‘Um, this young lady suggested herself for the voiceover?’

Amelia looked at Lily and then laughed – a cruel tinkling sound. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said. ‘She sounds like fucking Dick Van Dyke.’ She marched the two men away and Lily was left staring at their wake. She didn’t understand what had happened until, back at her desk, she looked up Dick Van Dyke and realised that Amelia had been talking about her accent. She burned with humiliation and spent the afternoon convinced that everyone was staring at her. For the remainder of the week, she avoided talking to anyone. She dove from corridors into empty rooms whenever she saw someone she recognised. In the end, the voiceover was assigned to another student on work experience: a young blonde posh girl – plummy but bubbly with the cutest dimples you ever saw. Lily watched her and thought, I want to be that girl. And, now, she was. Lily-Ann Baker was now Lily Astor and that was worth remembering when the act got tiring.

The lift stopped and two security guards got in.

‘Morning, Steven, Ashley.’ She flashed her teeth.

‘Morning, Ms Astor,’ they said in unison.

She could feel the slight tension in the lift. It was always the same whenever there was a celebrity inside it. Not that she ever called herself a celebrity. More a public figure. As co-host of Arise, the BBC’s flagship breakfast show, Lily was often recognised both inside the building and out on the street. Her persona gave people licence to approach her at all moments of the day. It was made worse by the fact that she had spoken openly about a childhood bout of disordered eating. People believed that she had taken them into her confidences and were all so eager to reciprocate. Women and girls would bustle up to her in queues and stations, desperate to share their stories. Lily would want to close her eyes and dig her nails into her thigh – what made them think that she wanted to hear their stories of trauma?Did they not think that this might add to her own? But all she could do was smile, smile, then puppy-dog eyes.

The lift pinged to a stop on the sixth floor and Lily touched the arm of one the guards.

‘Have a lovely day, Steven.’ She smiled at the other. ‘And you, Ash.’ They beamed at her and called out thanks. She made her way to makeup, a boxy room at the top of the corridor. It was overly warm, and heavy with the smell of coffee.

Jenna, a manic pixie makeup artist with pink tights and green hair, pushed a warm mug into Lily’s hands.

‘You’re an angel,’ said Lily. Plummy but friendly. She sat in a padded white chair, her shades still on – a fixture at 7 a.m. Arise began at nine after the more serious news programme, so Lily had plenty of time. She took a sip of coffee, then casually took off her shades.

Jenna balked when she saw it. ‘Jesus, Lily, what the hell happened to you?’

Lily had made no effort to cover the bruise, knowing that that would look more suspicious. She had practised her answer in the mirror that morning, first trying sheepish admission (I can be so clumsy), then distracted avoidance (sorry, I just need to reply to this email) and finally cool denial (it’s nothing).

She met Jenna’s gaze in the mirror. ‘Ugh, I’m sorry,’ she said with a casual flick of the wrist. ‘It was a tennis accident.’

Jenna bent towards her and Lily could smell the cloying scent of her perfume mixed with a hint of sweat that suggested she had worn that top one too many times before putting it in the wash. ‘It looks really nasty, Lily. Did you get it checked out?’

Lily angled it towards the light. It was dark and livid, and covered her left eye socket. ‘Oh, gosh, it looks worse than I thought.’

‘When did it happen?’

Lily studied the bruise as if annoyed with herself. ‘Saturday. Richard and I were playing tennis at Ropemakers. We’re both stupidly competitive and . . .’ She did a little wave as if to say voila.

‘Richard did that?’

Lily clucked impatiently. ‘Well, don’t say it like that. It was an accident.’

Jenna smoothed her frown. ‘Okay, well, we better cover it up or the tabloids will be abuzz.’

‘“Richard Astor gives wife a shiner”,’ said Lily with a laugh. She caught the harsh trill of it and tried not to grimace, knowing that Jenna would see it.

The girl pumped moisturiser onto her pixie fingers and rubbed it into Lily’s skin. The bruise didn’t hurt anymore, not really, but the thought of the tender flesh being pressed made Lily want to recoil.

Jenna carefully added layers of makeup: primer, foundation, concealer, powder and then setting spray. Lily was lucky, she supposed, that she worked in a job that called for so much makeup. When Jenna was finished, the bruise was barely noticeable – just the faintest patch. She eyed it critically.

‘Do you want me to do another layer?’ asked Jenna.

Lily turned her head from side to side. ‘No, I think it’s okay. People get bruises all the time, right?’

There was a beat before Jenna spoke. ‘Right.’

‘Great.’ Lily rose from the chair, then paused at the threshold. ‘Please don’t mention this to anyone, Jenna.’ She held her gaze. ‘You’re the only one who knows.’ She pitched it in a friendly way, but the subtext was clear: if this gets out, I’ll know it was you. ‘We joke about the tabloids, but you know that’s exactly what they would do.’

Jenna nodded vigorously. ‘Of course, Lily. You can trust me.’

‘Great. Thank you.’ She flashed her warmest smile then walked out onto set.

*

Safa finished her news piece about the council’s new Hate Crime Strategy, then read and reread it. She doubted that even ten people would read it, but Safa had what she called the ‘fitted sheet problem’. Years ago, she had come across a facetious tweet that read, “Folding a fitted sheet is really easy if you don’t care.” The problem was that Safa did care and how she did anything was how she did everything: to the best of her ability.

She pressed publish on the piece just as her desk phone began to ring. She snatched it up.

‘Got a minute?’ asked Kevin, her editor.

‘Yep,’ she said and hung up. There was a shorthand between them, hewn over the last ten months. She grabbed her pen and notebook, a simple spiral Pukka Pad in lieu of the many Moleskines that people gave her as gifts. She locked her laptop and headed to Kevin’s office, the only one with walls in the open-plan newsroom.

Kevin Giles was the reason that Safa didn’t feel like a complete failure here. The loud, proud Scot was an old-school newspaperman. He had exacting standards and a bloodhound’s nose for a story. He was a brilliant editor, which is why Safa had been surprised to learn that he had originally wanted to work in fashion. Unlike journalism, however, where you could hide in the corners of local papers, there was no equivalent periphery in fashion – not unless you wanted to work in a factory – and so he was here instead, in his cufflinks and braces, making Safa believe that this wasn’t just a local rag stuffed above a betting shop.

He motioned at a chair. ‘Safa, you know Lily Astor, right?’

‘The presenter?’ she asked, buying time.

‘Yes, the presenter.’

‘A little, yes.’

Kevin scratched his beard with a pen. ‘Why did I think you were friends?’

‘I guess we were, once.’

‘And now?’

Safa shrugged. ‘We drifted apart. As people do.’

Kevin eyed her curiously. ‘Lily came into work with a black eye this morning. Social media is ablaze and I thought you could get her to give us a comment.’

Safa tensed. ‘We don’t have that sort of relationship.’

He angled his head. ‘Why? Did things end badly?’

‘No, but they ended.’

‘Could you try?’

Safa hated to refuse. When she started out in journalism, her first editor gave her one piece of advice: say yes a lot. He told her about the time he said yes to a press junket about the launch of a new class of seat for an Austrian airline. He was struggling to make rent at the time and went along for the free food. There, he happened to meet the frontman of the Red Hot Chili Peppers and ended up on a three-day bender in LA with the band. He wrote a feature about it in GQ, which went on to win him a Whitney – the most coveted award in journalism – all because he said yes to a junket.

Safa traced the rungs of her notebook. ‘Yes,’ she told Kevin. ‘But since when were we happy to run celebrity gossip?’ She immediately regretted the jibe for it was clear that it genuinely troubled him. The Echo was often dismissed as a local rag – not least by Safa herself – but the calibre of stories and the quality of writing held their own against the nationals. One of Kevin’s best achievements as editor over the past two decades had been resisting the ad-ridden clickbait of other news sites and papers. Lately, however, he had made concessions on their more popular stories. Safa knew that he hated the auto-loading video ads, but they brought in valuable income.

She raised a hand in apology. ‘I’m on it.’ She sprang to her feet and headed back to her desk. There, she Googled Lily’s name. There were stories in several tabloids and thousands of posts on social media. Safa zoomed in and studied the photos. Only then could she see the faint greenish bruise. It was almost certainly innocent, but there were stories in the Sun, the Daily Mail and, Safa noted wryly, on the front page of The Clarion. Last year, she had pitched a feature to her section editor there: a deep dive into the case of Farah Ali, a fifty-two-year-old British-Pakistani woman from East London. Farah had sought help at her local police station, but she couldn’t speak English and they had no interpreters available and so they sent her home. Two weeks later, Farah was dead – killed by her abusive husband. Safa remembered the sick feeling on hearing the story. How many women would die because they could not, or would not, speak for themselves? Safa had wanted to cover Farah’s story as part of a wider piece on violence against women and girls.

But it’s not really news, her editor, Francesca, had told her. Safa had had to bite her tongue. Francesca was a wealthy, privately educated woman with a strong network of support. It wasn’t news to her, but it was newsworthy to the thousands of women who couldn’t escape abuse. Their reasons were manifold – lack of language, lack of money, lack of control – and Francesca could relate to none. Now that Lily was the victim, it qualified as news. Like Francesca, Lily was rich, white and pretty – and ostensibly from money, although Safa, of course, knew otherwise. If someone had told her in their youth that Lily would be on TV, Safa wouldn’t have believed it, but there she was: beautiful, blonde and bubbly, playing down her natural smarts to make herself more appealing. Safa would find it insulting if she didn’t know how hard she had worked; how far she had travelled from Globe Road and the council estate of their childhood. She could hardly blame Lily for leaving it all behind – including, eventually, Safa herself.

She thumbed through her phone and found Lily’s number. She wasn’t even sure that it worked anymore. First, she dialled from a private number, but it rang through to voicemail. Sure enough, here was Lily’s voice asking the caller to leave a message. Safa hung up and tried again, this time with her own number.

‘Safa?’ Lily sounded out of breath.

‘Lily, hi!’ Safa was caught off guard. She hadn’t expected her to answer.

‘Is everything okay?’

‘Yes. I know this is out of the blue. I’m sorry not to have been in touch lately.’ They both knew that this was a courtesy. Safa’s last four texts to Lily had gone unanswered. ‘Do you have time for a chat?’

A pause. ‘Yes.’

‘I can meet you at the BBC?’

‘Oh. I thought you meant now, on the phone.’

Safa coloured. Why had things got so hard between them? ‘Okay, sure, if that’s easier.’ Another thing that she had learnt early in her career was to always try to meet face to face. Email interviews allowed people to curate their answers and the phone wasn’t great for rapport – but she also knew to take her chance while she had it. ‘It’s about the bruise.’

Silence.

‘Lily?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m sorry to just call you and ask like this.’

Lily let out a one-note laugh. ‘God, not you too.’

‘I thought you might want to set the record straight.’

‘Come on, Safa.’ Her tone was arch and patronising. ‘You’re better than that.’

‘Well, I’m sorry to have to stoop so low, but not everyone landed at the BBC.’

‘That’s not my fault,’ Lily said tersely.

Safa didn’t respond. Lily was right, of course. It wasn’t her fault that Safa’s career had lagged, but an old, juvenile instinct made her lash out. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said after another silence. ‘It’s just . . . so bloody hard. I’m at the shitty East London Echo.’ It hurt her to denigrate her paper this way. ‘I just need one scoop to get my name back out there.’ Then – and this really hurt – she added, ‘Please.’

‘For fuck’s sake,’ snapped Lily.

Rather than upset her, the words made Safa smile. They were a hint of the friend she used to know, one who was sarky and cutting and fun and cool; not the sweet, sanitised version that had won the nation’s heart. ‘Thank you! Can I put you on speaker?’

‘Fine, but I’m only giving you a quote. That’s it. No questions.’

‘That’s all I need.’ Safa opened the Audacity app on her laptop to record Lily’s words. After what had happened last year, she was wary of publishing anything without evidence to back up her notes. ‘Okay, go.’

‘I’m very heartened by the nation’s concern over my bruise. I was playing a rather overzealous game of tennis with my husband, Richard, on Saturday and a stray ball caught my temple. It’s a good lesson to take to the future: we are not, and neither should we pretend to be, one of the Williams sisters.’

Safa waited. ‘Anything else?’

Lily thought for a moment. ‘Can you add, “I do want to take this opportunity, however, to remind the powers-that-be that, in England and Wales, two women are killed by their domestic partners every week. The strength and support of the media could do a lot of good for the women who need it most.”’

Safa noted this down. ‘Was anyone else at the tennis game?’

‘You’ve got your quote, Safa.’

‘Okay. I’m taking you off speaker.’ She held the phone to her ear. ‘Is that really what happened?’ A tinkle of laughter that she knew was fake.

‘Come on, Safa. You know me. Do you really think I’d let myself become a battered woman?’

Safa grimaced. ‘Yes, I do know you.’ A pause. ‘Some days, I think I’m the only one who does.’

Lily tutted. ‘It’s not like you to be melodramatic.’ She didn’t wait for Safa’s reply. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to go. You’ll take care, won’t you?’

‘Yes, I will.’

Lily hung up without saying goodbye.

Safa should be grateful, she supposed, that her old friend hadn’t insulted her with platitudes: let’s do coffee! We’ll get together! The truth was that their lives had gone separate ways, now too far apart to intersect. Safa still didn’t understand how a friendship more than two decades old could wither to almost nothing.

The two of them had met when they were eleven years old where many great friendships are forged: in the school canteen. It was the first week of secondary school and Safa had made a tentative friendship group. While she waited for them at a table, she unwrapped her sandwiches – two cleanly cut slices of white bread stuffed with aloo bhazi, a deliciously spicy potato mix that her dad had made for dinner the night before.

It had been a nerve-wracking first few days. The halls felt too wide and the ceilings too high compared with her intimate primary school. She took a bite of the sandwich, comforted by the salt and spice.

She had her back to them, but something alerted her to their attention. She felt it at the base of her neck, the weight of it making her hunch.

God, that stinks, said a girl’s voice – a whisper, but wilfully indiscreet.

And it looks like diarrhoea, said another.

Her shock was like a burn: hot and sudden. Safa didn’t turn but knew that they were talking about her food. She was mortified, for it had never occurred to her that others might find it offensive. In primary school, she had been eligible for free school meals and so ate platefuls of mash and soggy cheese flan like the rest of the pupils. She held the sandwich aloft, not wanting to take another bite but fearing the jeers should she put it down. She squirmed with indecision as the noise in the room grew louder: the clang of metal on metal, the screech of chairs on flooring.

There was movement over her right shoulder and she flinched by instinct. A girl – skinny, with stringy blonde hair and gaps between her teeth – walked round and sat down opposite her.

‘What’s that?’ she asked, lifting her chin at the sandwich.

Safa eyed her with suspicion. The girl’s voice was studiedly friendly, the sort a bully would use before snatching an object of interest. ‘A sandwich,’ said Safa – slow and pre-emptively curt.

‘I’m not an idiot. I mean what’s in it?’

‘Potato,’ Safa said tersely.

‘Can I try it? I’ll swap you.’ The girl pushed forward one half of her sandwich. Before Safa could say no, she picked up the other half of Safa’s one and took a massive bite. Her eyes rounded in genuine surprise. ‘Wow, that’s actually really good,’ she said through her mouthful. She finished it with relish, then looked pointedly at the other table. ‘It’s much better than the pig that pigs like to eat.’

A burst of shocked laughter rose behind Safa and she turned instinctively. One of the girls swiftly set down her bacon sandwich. Her fair skin grew pink and her jaw was hard with malice.

Safa spun back around. ‘Do you know her?’ she asked with awe.

‘No, but I know girls like her.’

‘I can’t believe you just did that.’ Safa felt a rush of admiration. The casual pitch of her voice, the razor sting of her insult, was something to behold. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked her strange new ally.

‘Lily-Ann, but call me Lily.’ She angled her head. ‘You?’

‘Safa.’

‘Suffer?’

‘It’s spelt S-A-F-A, but, yeah, it’s pronounced like suffer.’

Lily considered this. ‘Cool,’ she said, and took another bite of the aloo bhazi sandwich. When Safa bit into Lily’s, she found that it had only butter in it. She frowned but didn’t remark on it.

The next day, Lily found her again in the canteen and sat down opposite. Wordlessly, Safa pushed half of her sandwich across the table, and Lily did the same. Through that small ritual, they became good friends and then best friends. Lily taught Safa to stand up for herself and she taught Lily that doing well in school didn’t make her a nerd. She taught her to think beyond their council estate, to read widely, to write, to reach. Over the next seven years, they charted a future as famous writers. Together, they did work experience at the Sunday Times Magazine and went to sixth form and studied the same A Levels. Safa had thought that they would go to university together, but Lily had other, better plans.

These days, when her jealousy surfaced, Safa reminded herself that she had never wanted to be a broadcaster. She had always imagined herself as a reporter on a national paper or perhaps a political magazine. Working in print gave her the space and time to cover issues she cared about. Instead of standing in a studio speaking from a script, her job was to give voice to the vulnerable. Safa had told the stories of women like Halema Begum who had been denied an epidural during a traumatic birth. Safa’s research had led her to the awful discovery that British-Bangladeshi women were 24 per cent less likely than white women to receive an epidural. There was also the story of Kellie Johnson, a fifteen-year-old girl who was strip-searched in school. Safa came to learn that Black girls were three times more likely to undergo invasive strip-searches by the Met Police.

Safa was proud of this work, but her envy persisted, rearing its head when Lily went to the BAFTAs, fashion awards, charity galas, and dinner parties with celebrity journalists and not just the rah variety but good, honest journalists that Safa truly respected. She had seen Lily with all of them – the BBC like a cabal. Lily had it made it. And Safa? Safa had not.

She had had one chance: two years at Clarion Content – the paper’s commercial arm which ran sponsored articles – followed by a dream role on Special Projects. Safa couldn’t believe that she had landed one of the most coveted jobs in investigative reporting. After a mere four months, however, things went catastrophically wrong. And now here she was at The Echo, begging her old friend for a bone.

*

Lily’s driver, Chris, parked by her house on Narrow Street. It was tucked behind black iron gates with five others like it, all with a view of the Thames. Her neighbours were eclectic on the face of it – a teacher who had inherited the house from his grandmother, a celebrity chef, an auditor, a film director and an events planner – but they all shared a common thread. Like Lily, they were left-leaning liberals who were too ethical to send their kids to private school. Instead, they had congregated here, in this East End enclave, conveniently located in the catchment area of one of the best state schools in London. Privilege without the stink, as Lily would describe it.

She paused by the gates and pretended to search for her keys. She wanted to take a moment before she went inside. She glanced up at her house. It was 4 p.m. but the lights were already on. The ivy that crept up all three floors seemed to reach for the windows, craving the light inside. Lily thought about what she had said to Safa and felt a lurch of shame. Do you really think I’d let myself become a battered woman? The glibness of it, and the blame implied by the word “let”, was deeply callous, she knew. But, importantly, it was exactly what Safa would expect her to say if it was the truth.

She walked through the iron gates and let herself into the house. She sensed movement inside and tried to map its source. Harry upstairs or Richard on this floor? The mood hung in the air, dark and expectant, lifting her onto her tiptoes as she walked to the living room. It was so easy to pity a meek woman, especially one who purports to be strong. She remembered how Hillary Clinton was described as a feminist, and thinking what sort of feminist stays with a cheating husband? Lily’s friends would say that it takes real strength to save a marriage – but no, what took real strength was to leave.

‘Lily?’

She spun to find Richard in the doorway. ‘Gosh, you scared me!’ She saw the tension in his shoulders and flashed her sunbeam smile. How was your day? she almost asked but pulled it back from the tip of her tongue. Richard had lost his job during the Covid pandemic and his freelance work as a science journalist had largely dried up, so asking about his day would only make him bristle.

He came closer and studied the bruise on her brow. ‘Does it hurt?’

‘No,’ she replied quickly.

‘What did you tell them?’

‘That it happened at tennis.’

Colour rose in Richard’s face. ‘They believed you?’

‘Yes.’

He let out a strangled sound. ‘God, I’m sorry, Lily.’ He pulled her into his arms.

She relaxed into him, too fatigued to resist.

‘I love you,’ he said.

‘I love you too.’ Her words were muffled in his chest. His jumper smelled of mothballs and leather, the smell of a man much older but she found it comforting. It was so far from the smells of her childhood: cigarettes, cheap alcohol. She had come so far from that and couldn’t let it fall apart.

When she had met Richard at Oxford, he was everything that she was not: worldly, cultured, confident. She had been hovering outside the dining hall on her very first day when he had walked by and noticed her.

‘Hi,’ Richard had said as if he already knew her.

Lily had shifted uneasily. ‘Hi.’

‘Would you like to join me for lunch?’ Seeing her uncertainty, he’d quickly added, ‘I could do with the company.’

She had smiled – a pure, guileless smile, freshly out of her braces – and that was that. They spent the next years together and his culture quickly rubbed off on her. Gently, he would remind her that it was poor manners to cut the nose off the brie or to butter her bread in one go or to hold her flute by the bowl. She hewed her accent to be more like his and though her working-class roots occasionally shot through, Richard lent her a shield of respectability. Their love was easy and effortless. While others were playing games – counting hours before they replied to a text – Lily didn’t care. She threw herself into their romance and, later, their marriage, knowing that this one love was all she would ever need. Life was good. Until it wasn’t.

Richard kissed her hair, bringing her back to the present. ‘I’m making tacos,’ he said.

Lily feigned gratitude. Tacos were Richard’s healing food; his attempt at the sort of fun, light family that cheerily gathered in adverts. These fictional families, however, only served as a contrast. Instead of messy fillings dripping over edges, there was a strained, formal quality to these evenings.

She pulled away and looked up at him. ‘Should I go up and talk to Harry?’

Richard frowned. ‘No, Lily, we’ve been through this. He doesn’t need your glare on him.’

‘He would have seen the headlines. We can’t just ignore it.’ She waited for Richard to cede. It wasn’t lost on her that she was seeking permission from her husband to talk to her own son. ‘I’ll be quick,’ she said, desperate to appease him. ‘We’ll be down in a minute.’ She peeled off before he decided to object more roundly. Upstairs, she knocked on Harry’s bedroom door. When he didn’t answer, she knocked again and called his name. He snatched open the door and looked at her expectantly.

‘Your dad’s making tacos,’ she said with an apologetic wince.

Harry’s features tightened. ‘Well, that should fix everything.’

Lily looked into the room tentatively. ‘Can I come in?’

He huffed but stepped back to let her in. She rarely came in here anymore, fully aware that Harry didn’t like it. The last markers of his childhood – the thin Spiderman curtains, the row of action figures – made her heart ache. At thirteen, her boy was slipping away from her, replaced by this surly teen who had somehow grown as tall as her.

She tried not to react to the smell in there, tried not to say open the window, change your sheets, air your smelly trainers. She sat in his desk chair and looked across at him.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘About what?’ He puckered his lips stubbornly.

‘The headlines.’

He lifted a shoulder.

‘Did anyone at school say anything?’

He scoffed with teenage boredom. ‘Believe it or not, Mum, the boys at St Anne’s don’t spend all day talking about our national treasure Lily Astor.’

Lily knew that this meanness was a defence mechanism, but it hurt nonetheless. She reached for something funny; to maybe spark a repartee, but her humour failed her. She wanted to go to him, to sit by his side and wrap him in her arms, but she couldn’t face his rejection right now. ‘Dinner must be almost ready,’ she said.

‘I’m not hungry.’

Lily smiled indulgingly. Mothers flattened so much of themselves – their bite, their sting, their verve – to make space for patience. ‘Please, Harry. Your father wants you to.’

‘Does he?’ he asked acidly.

‘Yes, he does. I know we’re going through a difficult time but he loves you. Please don’t ever think otherwise.’ Harry closed his eyes and there was something so helpless in it, it made Lily want to cry. She let the moment pass, then stood and dusted off her slacks with a sense of industry. ‘What do you say?’ she asked, her jolliness ringing false.

‘Fine,’ he said with a stagey sigh. He followed her downstairs, his tread heavy and sullen behind her. She prayed that his mood would lift, so that Richard wouldn’t try to goad him from it.

In the dining room, she hovered by her chair until Harry sat in his. Richard placed a large serving dish of Mexican three-bean chilli in the centre of the table. He followed with heaps of cheese, salsa, salad and his special spice mix, then sat down opposite Harry.

‘How was school?’

‘Fine,’ said Harry.

Richard jauntily filled up a taco in lieu of a follow-up question. He and Harry hadn’t always had a strained relationship. They used to go fishing together, play rugby and practise cricket, but emotionally there had always been distance. Richard had been raised with a stiff upper lip and simple things like telling his son ‘I love you’ had never come naturally.

Lily reached for a taco. ‘Guess who I talked to today,’ she said to fill the lull at the table. ‘Safa Saleem.’

Harry looked up quickly. ‘Aunt Saffie?’

It hurt to hear the lift in his voice. He and Safa used to be close before Lily ceased contact. Safa had a way of rooting out the truth and Lily couldn’t risk that. Her old friend would see through her lies and find the darkness in her perfect life.

‘How come?’ Harry asked.

Lily realised that she had led them right back to the elephant in the room. ‘Oh, just a catch-up.’

‘Can I see her?’

Lily was surprised. It was the first thing he’d asked for in such a long time and she hated to deny him outright. ‘I could try to arrange something.’

Harry almost smiled. ‘I’d like that.’

Lily was warmed by this glimpse of her son as she used to know him: sweet, hopeful, sincere, with none of his teenage armour.

Richard cut in. ‘I think it’s best we stay away from reporters.’

Lily’s expression was studiedly neutral. ‘It was just an idea. But either way, Safa would never write about us without my permission.’

‘She’s a reporter.’

‘She’s my friend.’

‘Is she?’ he asked coolly. ‘When was the last time you saw her?’

Lily was chastened. ‘Fine,’ she said quietly. ‘If that’s what you think.’ She shot Harry a look of apology, but he ignored it. It was clear that he had lost respect for her. Could bringing Safa back into their lives help her win it back?

Lily still felt guilty about the way that their friendship had ended. Had it really been three years since she’d seen her last? A snatched coffee in bitter January just before the third lockdown? Safa had been struggling with freelance life, but Lily didn’t have the bandwidth to counsel her friend through the doldrums. She remembered checking her watch halfway, and the look on Safa’s face when she noticed. Lily cringed at the memory. Safa had always been someone who turned up when you needed her. When Lily’s mother died in their first year at uni, it was Safa who had made the arrangements.

In uncharitable moments, Lily would think that it was easy for her because she didn’t have a child to raise, a marriage to save, a high-pressure career, but it had been true of Safa even in their youth. Lily remembered one particular day at school – in Year 8, just after Lily had turned thirteen. It was a sweltering June and the air was muggy with the smell of thirty pupils crammed into a classroom. When the bell rang to signal the end of the day, Safa and Lily hurried out with the rest of the pupils. Lily was in high spirits; the weather was warm, which meant she could spend the weekend outside instead of cooped up in the flat.

‘Hey, can I ask you something?’ asked Safa.

Lily looked at her side-on, wary of her tone. ‘Yeah,’ she said carefully.

‘Earlier, when we were leaving class, I saw you checking your skirt.’ A pause. ‘I’ve seen you do that a lot.’

Lily tensed. It was just like Safa to notice something that she had tried to hide. ‘So?’

‘So, I’ve also seen that you leak sometimes.’

Lily’s cheeks were hot. ‘So?’ she said, overly aggressive. ‘It happens.’ Since she had started her period earlier in the year, it had happened to her a few times but she had always been able to hide it – except from Safa, of course.

‘Not as much as it happens to you,’ said Safa.

Lily felt a lump in her throat. ‘You’re being weird,’ she said, changing her pitch to non-committal.

‘Hey.’ Safa touched her arm, forcing her to stop. ‘What’s going on?’

Lily puckered her lips and shook her head, dismissing her own pain. ‘Nothing.’

‘Tell me.’

Lily looked out to the distance, bouncing on her toes. ‘Mum doesn’t buy us sanitary towels, all right?’

Safa let her breath out slowly. ‘So, what are you using instead?’

Lily shrugged.

‘Lily?’ Safa said gently.

‘Tissue from the school toilets,’ she admitted, blinking rapidly.

Safa’s face creased with compassion. ‘Oh, Lily.’

‘It’s not a big deal.’ The wads of paper-thin tissue that she rolled into her underwear clearly didn’t work.

‘Lily,’ Safa repeated.

‘It’s fine. Honestly.’ Lily stepped backwards. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to get home. Mum’ll go ballistic.’ Lily turned and marched up the street, Safa trailing behind, struggling to keep up. At home, Lily locked herself in the bathroom and cried hot, glassy tears of shame.

The next morning, Safa handed her a green and white plastic bag. Inside, was a pack of twenty-six sanitary towels. ‘Let’s not make this weird, okay?’ she said. ‘You can’t keep using tissue.’

Lily swallowed hard, clearing the choke in her voice. ‘Okay.’ She placed them in her bag. ‘Thank you.’ For the next five years, Safa gave her a pack a month. At some point in adulthood, Lily had half-joked that she should pay her back. The truth was, of course, that there was no way she could repay Safa for everything she had done.

*

Safa unlocked the door and gave it a shove to get it open. She felt the heavy brocade curtain give way and fall to one side. Her dad, Jahangir, had strung it across the door to keep out the draught. Last year, the council had replaced the flimsy plastic door but the new one sat poorly in its fitting, letting in the chill. The house was better than the tiny flat of her childhood, but it was still squat and charmless.

She pushed the door closed with force and took off her shoes. She noticed that the hallway carpet was speckled with dirt. Her dad was normally house proud but his arthritis had flared up so Safa usually whizzed round with the Hoover when she came round to visit.

She stripped off her long down coat and hung it on the banister. The house had the steamy feel of recent cooking, so she headed to the kitchen. She found her dad at the cooker and kissed him on the cheek.

‘Asalam alaikum.’

‘Walikum asalam.’ He stirred the buttery chicken curry. ‘Give me five minutes? This is the last one.’

She peered into the pan and felt her mouth water. Her father was an excellent cook. It hadn’t always been this way, but he had been forced to learn. ‘Where’s your new one?’ she asked.

He gestured towards the back of the house. ‘I shut her away because she’s nervous around strangers.’

‘Can I go and see her?’

‘Yes, but be careful. I don’t think she likes women, so speak in a low voice and don’t make any sudden movements.’

Safa headed down the corridor. Tentatively, she opened the door to the storeroom and heard a little yip. ‘Hey sweetheart,’ she said gently as she stepped into the low light. Her father had had a dimmer installed to make the dogs more comfortable. Safa approached the skinny cocker spaniel, whose tag read ‘Millie’. Safa knelt down and held out her palm. Millie sniffed it, then quickly retreated. She took a moment to gather her courage, then ventured forward again and licked Safa’s palm.

Safa noticed the new toys scattered around Millie’s bed. She tutted gently. ‘He’s a big softie, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘Just a stupid big softie.’

Safa’s dad had become a foster carer for dogs after retiring from his job as a bus mechanic. He was a natural nurturer and cared for the dogs as if it were his one true purpose. Sometimes Safa thought that he gave them all the love that had nowhere else to go. Other bereaved fathers had pent-up emotion too – grief, anger, depression – but with him, it had always been love. Pent-up love. Some days she thought that it hurt the worst.

Safa cleared her throat and sent Millie bolting to a corner. The dog crouched beneath the sewing machine that had lain unused for years. It had belonged to Safa’s mother, which meant they would never sell it. It wasn’t the big, heavy memories that hit Safa the hardest – she at eight years old, in her father’s arms, receiving the news that her mother was ‘in a better place now’. She was vigilant about avoiding those. Rather, it was small, mundane things like the first time her father had tied her ponytail. It had been too tight, pinching at her scalp, and Safa had cried. She had always felt guilty for that. In a sea of inadequacy, she had made her dad feel worse.

After that, she had tried to be tough with all her might, never realising that what he needed was softness. Perhaps this was why he filled his house with food and dogs and toys – an ongoing effort to build a home worth living in.

Millie ventured out again and, after some cajoling, let Safa pet her.

‘You’re very lucky,’ she told the dog. She swallowed hard. ‘We’re very lucky.’ She scratched Millie’s ears, then stood and dusted off her jeans.

Back in the kitchen, she peered into the three pans on the table, then whooped when she saw her favourite Bengali dish, a light, sour fish stew cooked with green tomatoes.

‘You made tenga shira,’ she said.

‘Yes. It’s your mother’s recipe.’ Out of respect, her dad never called her mum by her name, as was custom in British-Bangladeshi families. Relatives and neighbours would refer to her as ‘Safa’s mum’, mapping her forever to her daughter. No one ever spoke to Jahangir about ‘your wife’, which Safa found quietly tragic. Even language had left him bereaved.

Safa noticed that he was struggling with the knife and took over chopping the salad.

He leaned on the counter. ‘So, what exciting stories are you working on?’

Safa’s grip tightened on the knife. The thing that hurt most was disappointing her father. He had been so proud when she got a job at The Clarion. The daughter of a mechanic at the most hallowed paper in the country. He told her frequently that he was proud of her work at The Echo, but the two did not compare.

‘Nothing huge at the moment,’ she said. ‘I did write something about Lily Astor this week. Or Lily-Ann Baker as we used to know her.’

Her dad made a pensive sound. ‘I liked that version a lot more.’

Safa pictured teenage Lily’s bad teeth, grubby joggers and lank ponytail. ‘You might be the only one.’

‘I don’t think I am,’ he said pointedly.

Safa carried on chopping. ‘Maybe,’ she conceded. ‘But you can’t blame her for changing, Dad. People like us have to, to make it in the media.’

‘You didn’t change.’

‘And maybe that was my problem.’

He frowned. ‘You don’t believe that.’

Safa shrugged. Sometimes, she did wonder if things would have been different if she had tried a little harder to fit in with her peers in the media; if, like Lily, she had changed her East London accent and spent all her money on clothes and shoes – but Safa had never wanted to. She was proud of who she was. To be anything else would be an insult to her father who had raised her with such care. Yes, there’d been days at The Clarion when she had keenly felt her roots – a colleague aping her glottal stop, another correcting the way she said coup de grâce – but on most days, she was proud. Sometimes when she felt low, she told herself that Lily – white, Oxbridge and married to wealth – was always going to find it easier to outrun their roots, but Safa had seen the truth up close: there was no substitute for a parent’s love.

Lily’s father had left when she was three years old and her mother’s addiction to alcohol left little to give elsewhere. Lily’s childhood home was a barren, loveless place, made with literal scraps: the piecemeal lino in the hallway, patches of mismatched curtains, the foam that hung like a tongue from the sofa. Safa remembered visiting it one winter in the lead-up to exams. Usually, she and Lily studied at Safa’s home, but the heating was broken there and they agreed to meet at Lily’s. When Safa walked up to the fifth floor, she found the front door wide open – Lily’s mum did that sometimes on her way out of the flat. Safa closed it and walked along the hall towards the voices in the kitchen.

‘Do you have any money?’ Lily was saying. ‘Safa’s coming over and there’s nothing in.’

‘Yeah, I’ll just pull that out of our lottery winnings, shall I?’ replied her sister, Natalie.

Safa heard the slam of cupboards and drawers, the seal of the fridge pulled open.

‘There’s got to be something.’ Lily was clearly agitated.

Safa paused, almost at the threshold. She considered going back out and knocking on the door, but the lino creaked beneath her foot, giving her away.

Lily spun and nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘Safa! Who let you in?’

Safa gestured solemnly. ‘The door was open.’ She scanned the kitchen, the bare shelves and empty fridge. ‘Are you all right?’

Lily pushed shut the fridge. ‘Yeah, fine.’ She ran a hand across her forehead, sweaty with effort. ‘Um, Mum hasn’t had a chance to do the shopping so we don’t have a lot in.’ It was a pointless lie. Safa knew that Lily and Natalie rationed their food, so that their mother could stay drunk. In that moment, however, they needed a bit of dignity – and Safa let them have it.

‘It’s okay.’ She patted her stomach, awkwardly formal. ‘I ate before I came. I’m kind of stuffed to be honest.’

That evening, Safa asked her dad if they could host the girls for Christmas dinner. She remembered Lily’s delight at the spread that they prepared: thick gravy, buttery potatoes, tender meat and stuffing. The girls had third helpings, followed by Christmas pudding. Safa never told Lily that her dad had never made a Christmas dinner before. He had borrowed Delia Smith’s Christmas from their local library and together they spent a week trying out the recipes.

Safa looked up at him now. ‘You did a good thing, Dad, helping me with her.’

He gave her a plaintive smile. ‘I was glad to do it. But, Safa, please be careful about getting close to her again. You did a lot for her and it wasn’t nice that she dropped you.’

Safa grimaced. She didn’t like to dwell on her friendship with Lily because it so often left her low. It brought on a strange melancholy, which Lily didn’t merit. Safa would much rather pretend that the end was mutual. ‘People drift apart,’ she told her dad.

‘Yes, and some do it on purpose when they no longer have use for people.’

‘Well, she was decent enough to give me an exclusive quote,’ she said breezily, setting down the knife. ‘You’re just a worrier.’

‘I’m not a worrier. I’m a realist.’

Safa’s laughter was bright. ‘You are many things, Dad, but you are not a realist.’ She kissed his cheek, then handed him the salad, still chuckling with affection.






Chapter 2

Safa pushed through the doors into Bethnal Green Police Station. It smelled stale inside, like clunky old radiators left on too long. She took barely two steps towards the front desk when the officer there – a burly man in his mid-thirties – held up a hand in genuine alarm.

‘Oh no, you don’t.’ He pointed at her. ‘You get the hell out of here.’

Safa cracked a grin. ‘Billy, have you fallen out of love with me already?’ She placed a coffee on his desk, which he eyed suspiciously. ‘Cinnamon with extra-frothy milk from the wood-oven place you like.’

His voice dropped to a fierce whisper. ‘Do you have any idea how much trouble you got me in last time? Sarge tore me a new one.’

‘Come on, Billy. Talk to me.’

‘Nuh-uh.’ His gaze flicked to the coffee. ‘Imran was right. “Safa by name. Suffer by nature.”’

She made a face. Her name had given Imran, her on-off ex-boyfriend, much material for humour. She slid the coffee towards Billy and said his name in a singsong lilt.

He looked at it with longing. After a second, he snatched it up and held it to his chest protectively. ‘I’ve got nothing,’ he told her.

‘There’s always something.’ It had been a slow news week and she was working her contacts for potential stories. Last time, Billy had revealed some details about an ongoing case and though Safa hadn’t named her source, the trail had led to him. Before she could pester him further, she heard a voice behind her.

‘Safa?’

She scrunched her eyes shut in guilt. After a beat, she turned, her face now smooth and neutral. ‘Imran. Hi.’

‘What are you doing here? Did you get my text?’

She squirmed. ‘Yes. I’m sorry. I’ve been busy.’

His eyes flicked to Billy.

‘Look—’ she and Imran spoke at the same time.

‘You go first,’ she told him.

‘Can we go somewhere to talk?’

She hesitated. ‘I don’t have a huge amount of time.’

‘It’s important,’ he insisted.

She watched the light-brown flecks in his eyes and felt a familiar yearning. ‘Okay, sure.’

Imran spoke to Billy briefly and then escorted Safa out. Bethnal Green Road was especially dreary in the first week of April. The kerb was lined with litter and each passing vehicle spat up spurts of gutter water. Imran steered Safa to the inside as a bus motored past them. It speckled his coat with mud and he wiped it absentmindedly, only spreading it further. Safa tried not to smile. Signs of thawing would only encourage him.

Together, they walked to the Green Cab Café, a small and shabby building stuck on the corner of Pott Street. The tables, walls and floor were all grey, and the sickly yellow lighting did nothing for Safa’s complexion. Imran motioned her to a corner table and brought over two mugs of tea.

Safa wrapped her hands around her mug. ‘How are you?’ she asked, intentionally casual. He was kneading the back of his neck and winced as he hit a knot. Safa flashed onto a memory: her massaging him, the strong muscles of his back rippling beneath her touch.

‘I’m okay,’ he replied.

‘I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch. I know you wanted to talk. It’s just—’

‘That’s not why I asked you here,’ Imran cut in. He traced the peeling trim of the Formica table. ‘He’s back, Safa.’

It took her moment to switch gears. ‘The Glassman?’ she asked, barely daring to say it.

‘Yes.’

Safa’s grip tightened on her mug. ‘How do you know?’

‘Whispers.’

‘From who? Where?’

He shook his head.

‘Imran, you have to tell me more.’

‘There is no more, Safa, you know that. It’s voices on the wind, rumour and myth.’

‘I can’t fucking believe this.’ Rage reached up inside her, looking for an outlet. She took a deep, controlled breath, then slowly let it out. The only way to help was to do what she could do. ‘There must be something else. A name? A neighbourhood?’

‘All I’ve been given is White Horse Road. That’s it.’

‘A door number?’

‘No.’

Mentally, Safa mapped the length of White Horse Road. It was roughly half a mile of mainly terraced houses with one block of flats, not the Glassman’s usual hunting ground. Safa remembered that detail from her old case files, the ones she
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