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Dedication

For my family.





Prologue

June 2017

The footsteps were buried inside other sounds to start with: rain pattering on leaves, branches sighing in the wind, a truck in the distance on the Blandford road. I thought I was hearing things again, things that Nathan had told me weren’t really there.

There were few streetlights along this path, the floodlit cathedral behind the trees cast shadows on the gravel. A woman had been murdered here at night a hundred years ago; on cloudy nights like this one, walking here felt dangerous.

Sometimes the officer who policed the Close walked his German shepherd here, or the laughter of women up ahead going home from the pub would echo back. I’d feel included, or maybe just safer.

I was out of luck tonight.

I began to hurry. The footsteps were louder now, closer. They sounded real. My skin crawled as if a swarm of ants were making their way from my collar up into my hair. I wanted to put my hand to the back of my neck, but I was afraid of other fingers reaching to touch mine.

I wish I’d turned around, I should have done; I was forty-nine, a doctor, a wife, and a mother, used to facing trouble.

I skirted a puddle and a few seconds later there was a little splash as a foot landed in the water. I began to run.





Chapter 1

February 2017

My lawyer advised me to write everything down from the beginning, but it didn’t have a beginning, not like that. I’d been walking toward this for years. If I had to pick a time, I’d go back to the moment I parked my car in the almost-empty parking lot five months ago. I needn’t have done that. I could have gone straight home, I nearly did. Up to that point, the gods could have swerved me from my path, and I’d be at home with my husband now, instead of sitting in a brightly lit custody cell on my own.

The lights in the health center reception were still on, which was strange at eight in the evening. Carol must be working late, waiting for me to return the medical notes after my weekly visit to Sarum Nursing Home. I had several bundles, lifetimes of problems and investigations, letters and results squashed untidily into pale brown cardboard envelopes. We kept those bundles for visits because they were portable and we were used to them. A link with the past when doctors had more time. Roger Morris, the senior partner, liked them. The writing itself was a clue for other doctors, he said, a scrawled exclamation mark spoke volumes.

I almost didn’t return them. Nathan would be at home; he might have started supper. We’d agreed to make an effort, I’d promised to play my part, but the notes belonged in the practice and if I took them home I’d be breaking a rule. Back then I was still a good girl, as Nathan would say, or at least I went by the rules. It would take just a few minutes to dump them in the tray. I indicated right into the parking lot and drove through the gates. I’d leave straight afterward, drive home through Salisbury’s quiet streets and then the quieter ones of the Cathedral Close, and still be back in time for supper. We’d watch the ten o’clock news and one of us would take the dog for a last walk. Nathan would check the doors were locked and then we’d go to bed.

We wouldn’t have sex. Sex was rare these days, Nathan was preoccupied and the truth was I didn’t want to make love. I couldn’t remember when we last had but I remembered the soreness, hormones or the lack of them, lack of desire too. Sweating could overtake me at night. Headaches as well, piercing sometimes. Tiredness, mine and Nathan’s. It was both our busy lives, and no one’s fault. We were close, close enough, or so I thought; sex didn’t really matter, it didn’t have to affect anything, though I see now that it did, it affected everything. Our bedside lights fell separately on the pillows; the room was quiet apart from the rustling as we turned the pages of our books. It was a measured life, safe, calm, enviable. After ten minutes Nathan would put his book down, switch off his light, turn away, and fall asleep.

I’d lie awake, sometimes for hours as the cathedral bells tolled each quarter hour. I’d think about Lizzie and my patients and the lists of things I had to do the next day, results and visits, letters and meetings, patients to contact, until my heart was beating fast and the lists became muddled. I’d get up to make a cup of tea and then back to bed again. I’d listen to the cars that passed and watch the watery lozenges of light slide across the ceiling and disappear, soothing, mysterious, companionable.

Carol’s Kia was in the surgery parking lot next to Debbie’s Ford, there was a red Mercedes too, parked across two spaces, the roof down, in February. Someone who had tickets to whatever was showing at Salisbury Playhouse probably, out to impress a date and too late to find parking.

Had there been another car, parked at the far corner where the overhanging trees make the tarmac slimy with rotten leaves? There might have been, I didn’t notice; it was dark by then, darker under the branches. I glanced at my reflection in the gleaming metal of the Mercedes, lit by the lights from the surgery, a small forward-slanting figure with wind-blown hair. It was lucky it was too late to encounter patients, my escape would be swift.

I was wrong. The tension was clear from the door. Carol was leaning over the reception counter, her fingers clutching a temporary resident’s card. Debbie was on the other side, head bowed, listening. She was on call. One hand cupped her bump, her eyes were dark with fatigue, myself twenty-four years ago. I caught Carol’s sentence mid-hiss.

“. . . suicide risk. I put him in Rachel’s room. I know it’s late, but I couldn’t say no.”

Nathan might be uncorking the wine in the kitchen, it would be Chardonnay, chilled, his favorite. I preferred red especially in the winter—after a day at work, I needed the warmth. He might be glancing at the clock, but the mention of suicide swung the balance. Liam’s face came to me, the rings under his eyes, the clenched fists, the despair that I’d missed.

“I’ll get this, Debbie.”

She jolted and her hands tightened on her abdomen. I hadn’t meant to scare her, but the door opened silently and the carpet in the practice had been replaced last year. It was new and thick; you couldn’t hear footsteps.

“It makes sense.” I put my armful of notes in Carol’s in-tray. “Seeing he’s in my room already.”

“You’d left it unlocked.” Carol’s hand went to her glittering bob of hair. “He seemed upset.”

“Don’t worry.” I smiled at her. “I’m glad you chose it.”

Debbie’s room was as functional as the reception area. A pregnant mother with a toddler doesn’t have time to make her office a home, she doesn’t need to. Her life beyond the surgery teems with color and noise, children, friends calling in, laughter and chat.

Our home life was very quiet nowadays. Nathan liked pastels for the walls, he found them restful. I chose the colors I wanted for my office instead: turquoise for the walls, a framed poster of the Mediterranean, red boats against the blue, and one of Victoria’s photographs, a volcano with lava erupting in a spray of gold and scarlet. There was a photo of Nathan with Lizzie on my desk, boxes of toys under the couch, and red bean bags for children to lie on. The room was scented with bunches of dried lavender from Victoria’s garden; things that provided comfort—well, they comforted me.

“I’m on call.” Debbie bent awkwardly to retrieve her bag. She didn’t want pity or allowances. I understood, I’d been the same; glancing down I could see her ankles were swollen, which happens in the third trimester when you’ve been on your feet all day.

“Owe me if it makes you feel better.” I was tired, but late-forties weariness is different from pregnancy. The fatigue has been present for a while, you get used to it, used to pushing on through.

Debbie straightened and stared at me, a complicated look: relief, guilt, resentment, pride, everything I recognized. I wanted to hug her, she was only twenty-six, just two years older than Lizzie though I couldn’t remember the last time I’d put my arms around my daughter. She evaded hugs. She needed her space, she was used to it, she said. I’d been busy in her childhood, she told me recently, it was too late to make up for that now. She had laughed but it wasn’t a joke.

Carol was talking to me, leaning forward earnestly.

“. . . name is Luc Lefevre.” She folded her lips between sentences, as neatly as sealing an envelope; it made her look disapproving. “Half French, I believe. He lives in London, he was going home but, as it turned out, he—”

“Thanks, Carol, I’ll get back to you if I need to.” I preferred to have the story from the patient, unfiltered. It was often hidden in the silences or the way the patient was sitting, in the clenched hands or the quick sideways glance.

She handed me the temporary resident’s card the patient had filled in while waiting, and started to sort through the files I’d brought back, thumping them down in turn on the counter. The pretty white jersey with embroidered lambs around the neck was at odds with her flushed cheeks. I’d offended her, again. It was no secret she preferred Roger. I loved him too, everybody did. Tall, kindly, disorganized Roger, gray-haired and soft-spoken. He would have stopped in his tracks, bent his head attentively, and listened to everything Carol told him. He might have nodded and smiled, apparently grateful. I was more impatient, not just with her but with friends and family. I’ve always been impatient but Nathan thought it was worse nowadays. Time of life, he’d said, but I hadn’t replied.

I should have listened to Carol as Roger would have done. She was quite right as it turned out. I needed a lot more information, though it’s too late now to ask about the things Luc Lefevre might have told her before I met him. Months and months too late.

I would have been kinder to Carol if only I’d known; much, much kinder. That’s one of the things that haunts me still. I should have tried harder. She sang in a choir, I’ve found out since, went ballroom dancing on Friday evenings, and worked in the Oxfam shop on her afternoons off. I knew so little about her.

I sent a text to Nathan as I walked down the corridor toward my room. I’d be late, he should eat without waiting for me. Our health center is large, it houses another practice as well as visiting physiotherapists and the nurses’ clinics. The corridors are lengthy. Carol had forgotten to switch on the lights down here, and, as I walked away from the reception and toward my room, I seemed to be progressing deeper and deeper into shadow.

I remember stumbling so I put my hand to the wall to steady myself as I groped my way forward.





Chapter 2

February 2017

“Oh. I’m sorry. Are you all right? . . . I mean, I can see you’re not, but . . .”

I don’t usually apologize or trip over my words when I meet patients, but he’d been crying, and it felt as though I was intruding. Women sob openly but men often hide their grief. Luc was different, tears had soaked his stubble; even his collar was wet.

He began to get up when I came in, but that was breaking an unwritten rule. Patients don’t get up for doctors. I put my hand on his shoulder, another broken rule. Doctors don’t touch patients unless it’s part of an examination, in which case we ask their permission and, these days, offer a chaperone. He was upset, the excuse I gave myself at the time, but the truth was I was drawn to him despite myself, which was strange; good-looking men don’t usually interest me. I imagine arrogance or entitlement.

My husband’s looks were average, his face calm, the expression controlled. His smile was friendly enough. Luc Lefevre’s face was the opposite, handsome, yes, but expressive and emotional. Open. I had the impression of wildness, not as in unkempt but undefended, as wild animals are. It was as if some veneer had gone and his soul was showing through his eyes.

I passed him the flowery box of tissues that Carol puts on my desk and he pulled out a handful, wiped his face, and blew his nose. I eased my shoes off under the desk, he wouldn’t notice. My feet were swollen, like Debbie’s, a recent thing that was rapidly becoming a normal thing, along with the gray streaks in my hair, the arthritis in my thumb joints, and having to wear glasses for reading.

I avoided his face for his sake, but clues were everywhere. His fingers were knotted together but his hands were tanned, the nails neatly trimmed. A Rolex watch, feet in expensive loafers. Whatever the problem, it wasn’t money. I waited, which is the very least you can do for someone who is suffering.

“It’s okay,” I told him. “There’s no hurry.”

The practice was quiet; the phones would have been switched over to the on-call center by now. Carol wouldn’t be knocking at the door to request my signature on prescriptions, no one was waiting. I could listen for as long as he liked. I would give him the time that I hadn’t given Liam.

Liam Chambers had been slotted in on short notice during a busy morning surgery two weeks before. He was seventeen, with a blank gaze and bones in his wrists that protruded like marbles. He had a problem, he’d muttered, but wouldn’t answer my questions and we ran out of time. I asked him to make an appointment with me the next morning but that evening he was found in his room, hanging from a beam by his dressing gown cord. His mother didn’t let me in when I went around but agreed to see me in a fortnight on the 10th of February, which was, I saw on the calendar, tomorrow.

The calendar hung on the corkboard above my desk, a gift from a drug company. Van Gogh’s sunflowers for February jammed between the on-call rota and the protocol for treatment of kidney disease. I’d never looked properly at that picture, one of those familiar images your glance slides past. Today I saw that the flowers weren’t young, I hadn’t noticed that before. It’s hard to see what’s in front of you when you’re busy—if you look again, you notice things you missed, obvious things. Some of the flowers had gone to seed, though the remaining petals flickered like little flames: saffron, ocher, and burnt sienna, colors baked in the south of France. “Arles” was scrawled at the bottom. I imagined how rich that name would sound when spoken in French, the “r” warm in the mouth like something delicious to eat.

“There was a tree on a bend along the road toward Stonehenge; it seemed to be waiting for me.”

His words gave me a jolt, a small one, easy to disguise. It was the French accent; it was as though he had seen into my very thoughts.

“I decided to drive straight into it. I was going to call the police first, so they could clear up the mess before anyone else came by.”

I nodded, disguising shock. He was telling the truth and the matter-of-fact language made it worse. I said nothing; if you jump in too fast with words it can close someone up. It was quite possible I had closed Liam up. The silence stretched until he broke it again.

“Everything is gray and quiet, it’s like I’m walking on ash. There’s ash in the air, as if the world’s gone up in flames.”

Ash. I’ve always loved the sound of that word, it feels soft in your mouth, which is fanciful—real ash would grate between the teeth, it would taste unbearably bitter.

“I can’t remember a bloody thing. I don’t want to do things I normally like doing, I can’t be bothered.” He sounded resentful, as if a stranger had come to his door in the night and shouldered his way in. “I don’t want sex anymore.”

I glanced at his body, I couldn’t help it. He was muscled though I couldn’t see him in a gym somehow. His skin had a weathered look. I imagined him in some remote place with nothing but birds in the sky. The card in my hand put him at forty, the brown hair that reached to his collar was already going gray, disheveled. He had large hands and wide shoulders, a long nose, dark brown eyes, and a small scar by his mouth on the right side. It was the kind of face that would have caught my attention in a crowd. Doctors aren’t supposed to think of patients like that but it’s automatic; a way of gauging health, like registering weight or height. It’s surprising what you can take in at a glance, decisions being made before the conscious mind becomes aware of them. Given the age, the sex, and the name, you can guess with surprising accuracy what the problem will be before a word has been spoken.

“Have you felt like this before?”

“Not as bad.”

“But you’ve been depressed?”

“Yes.”

“Enough to have had treatment?”

He nodded but his eyes clouded, some secret was being shifted to a deeper place. No one shares everything the first time. It’s a matter of waiting, Roger says, of walking in your patient’s shoes for as long as it takes. That’s all very well, if you have time.

“Okay, helpful to know.”

The hands on his lap unfolded a little, he was wearing a thick gold wedding ring, gold cufflinks.

“I’ve everything you’re supposed to want: a beautiful wife, an adorable son, well, stepson. No money troubles, not yet anyway. Work’s fine.” He sounded angry, which was good, you can work with anger. Apathy is the danger.

“What work is that?”

“Architecture.” He looked down then and his voice became quieter as though admitting something private. “I much prefer painting. I paint when I can.”

Some jobs make you more susceptible to suicide; anesthetists and farmers are at risk. Vets too. It seemed unlikely an architect would have weapons at hand, nor would an artist.

“General health?”

“Good.”

“Does depression run in the family?”

“My father; always at this time of year.” A smile glimmered. “Genetics and weather. Fatal combination.” His teeth were good, another reassuring sign, like the trimmed nails. The depression hadn’t been going on for very long.

“What treatment are you taking?”

“Tablets. Can’t remember their name, memory’s shot. I ran out of them anyway.”

He’d known this was coming, it had roared from a distance like a tidal wave he thought he could outrun. He’d been too busy to renew his medication. He had a practice in London and was restoring a house in Wiltshire as well as a place he’d inherited in France.

“Near Arles, my great-great-grandfather’s house, mine now.”

“Arles?” My glance went to the calendar and his followed.

“There are fields of those near the house.” He nodded at the picture. “Van Gogh country. They’re a blaze of color in the summer.”

“He must have been captivated by sunflowers. He painted them with such passion, despite their age . . .” What was I saying? I never shared my feelings in a consultation. It must have to do with the warmth of his voice and the way he was looking at me, the openness that seemed to call for the same in return. My guard had been lowered, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“He chose them precisely for their age, that’s when they are most beautiful.” He turned his gaze on me, his eyes were very deep. “Their colors are subtler, the petals softer, the seeds have ripened.”

The words were sensual, they felt personal somehow, which was crazy, he was describing flowers, not women. I had to pull myself together. I glanced at the clock, we’d had forty-five minutes already. Carol would be furious.

“Okay. What brought this episode on today?”

“There’s been no time for the things that keep me sane, like painting,” he said slowly. “Work dominates everything. I’ve been feeling down for months but I ignored it, too busy. I’d come to Salisbury to meet builders, but I felt worse than ever. I tried to drive home but got lost. I found myself on the A360 to Stonehenge, which is when I saw that oak tree. I stopped to phone the police and a flock of birds flew up from the field next to me, glinting in the last of the light. God knows what they’re called, you know, those little brown birds you see in the countryside that feed on fields of stubble.”

The image of that low yellow light coming through the bare trees was as clear to me as if I’d been there with him. I could hear the whirring flight of those birds, smell the scent of wet earth and damp straw. I leaned forward to listen.

“I got out of the car and watched them fly into the trees. I heard them settling down for the night. They saved me. I’m not sure how much time passed, but I knew I needed someone to talk to, so I got into the car and came back.”

He passed his hand rapidly over his face as wiping something off. “I saw the sign outside the health center, so I parked the car, came in, and registered. They put me in your room, and I felt safe immediately.”

“I’m glad you found your way to me.” But that sounded too heartfelt, as if I’d been waiting specially for him. I sat back. He was a patient, we needed a plan. According to his card there had been no previous admissions or suicide attempts, though as he’d filled out the form himself he could have left things out, important things.

“If patients are suicidal, I often ask for an emergency review by a psychiatrist.” I was doing what a doctor should, what I would have done for Liam, if only I’d known.

“That moment has gone, truly. I don’t want to kill myself anymore.”

“All the same, I should make sure you’re safe.”

“I came here because I needed someone to talk to.”

There was green in his eyes as well as brown, dark green lines radiating to the edge of the irises against a deep umber background.

“You’ve listened and it’s made all the difference.” He continued, “Besides, I have to go home. I won’t commit suicide, I promise you.”

He was making this personal, a contract between us.

“Your GP will need to review you tomorrow then. I’ll drop him an email. Meanwhile it might be an idea to restart those tablets.” I glanced at the card, but he hadn’t written down the name. “Which ones are they?”

“God knows.” His forehead furrowed. “When I’m like this, I forget everything.”

“Serotonin reuptake inhibitors are often the first choice; citalopram—”

“Citalopram.” His face cleared. “That sounds familiar.”

“They can make you feel worse before you feel better; there’s a range of side effects.”

I ran through them, along with the contraindications. I always make myself do that, they’re so easy to forget: the warning signs that mean you should stop taking them, like increased suicidal thoughts or the opposite, latent mania. I mentioned counseling, exercise, and sleep. I reminded him to see his GP and then printed the script.

“If you need to talk to someone in the meantime, here’s my number.” I scribbled it down and handed it over with his prescription. Roger would shake his head at me, he’d warn me not to give out my contact details, he’d say I was lowering boundaries. I’d have replied that I was putting a safety net under my patient; the truth was, after Liam, I wasn’t taking any chances.

Luc pocketed the scrap of paper along with his prescription. His eyes lingered on my face as if wondering why I had chosen to be here so late on a Thursday evening instead of at home with the husband who must be waiting. When he got to his feet I stood too. He was taller than I’d thought but then I’d forgotten to put my shoes on.

“I expect people often say they’re grateful to you, but I really mean it; you’ve been . . .” he paused as if searching for the right word and looked down at me “. . . lovely.”

It sounded truthful rather than inappropriate, though I had done nothing more than let him talk. He was at that stripped-away point when you say the truth as you see it, and in that moment, I, Rachel Goodchild, a middle-aged doctor with a grown daughter and a marriage of twenty-five years, appeared lovely to him. I even felt lovely.

He enfolded my hand in both of his, his grip was warm. He smiled and his eyes became very bright, he looked different, younger. The transformation was extraordinary. “Thank you.” He paused. “For everything.”

I looked at my watch when he’d gone; an hour had passed. A whole hour. Normally I kept to time though there were any number of patients who’d benefit from talking as long as they wanted. It seemed unfair to have spent so long with just one patient but then tonight had been a one-off, a lucky break, that’s all. It wouldn’t happen again.

Nathan must have had his supper by now, he’d be asleep on the sofa or checking his lesson plans for tomorrow. My office felt cold, the heating switched itself off at night, I hadn’t noticed the chill until now. I tidied up and scribbled a reminder to myself to email Luc Lefevre’s GP in the morning, then went to apologize to Carol who was filing notes; her heels clicking angrily back and forth between the shelves. The list of tomorrow’s jobs on her jotter had already been crossed off with deeply scored red pen marks. She nodded without looking at me. I’m glad I said sorry, not that it made any difference but it makes me feel better now.

Outside the Mercedes had gone, though the small car in the shadows might still have been there. Looking back, I have the impression it was.

The Close was quiet and I drove through slowly. The cathedral still astonished me though I’ve lived here all my life; the sheer size of the walls, the shape of the windows and vaulted doors, the soaring spire seemed held in place as if by magic. The floodlights threw its shadow across the sky, a shaft of darkness against the paler clouds.

I passed other familiar shapes: the wooden sentry box for the Close police officer, the letter box on the corner, Elisabeth Frink’s statue of the Madonna on the Green, a thin form, pacing out her grief. Ted Heath’s old house with its sharp black railings and Georgian frontage. Everything as it always was, an ordered world in which Nathan and I had our place, a teacher and a doctor; respected folk with reputations to keep up.

The North Canonry looked different tonight, the scaffolding that had surrounded it for months had gone. I stopped the car. I used to spend hours in this house as a child, my best friend Cathy had lived here. We’d played in the garden all summer. I loved her family of four siblings; I had no brothers or sisters and I went for the adventure, the freedom, the chaos. The house had changed hands many times since, but it had been empty for a while now. Tonight, the stone looked cleaner, the crumbling windowsills had been repaired. The dark house must be waiting for new inhabitants. I imagined the ghosts of the family I’d known, myself among them, standing inside, looking out at the world from the shadows as if waiting for the chance to start our lives again, all those choices still in front of us, adventure and freedom beckoning.

A car went by, driving very close to mine, jolting me back to myself. The turning points of my life had passed a long time ago: the first job, the first house, the first love, the first child. I’d made my choices; you don’t get them again at forty-nine. My day had been spent seeing people who were ill or struggling with loss or need; bad luck landing with unlucky people, that cruel postcode lottery of health that operated even in this privileged little town. I had a husband, a daughter, health. A fantastic job, enough money. How could I wish to start again, even for a moment?

I switched on the engine and the car slipped quietly past the Cathedral School playing field on my right; on my left stretched the shadowy line of trees and bushes running by the wall of the school. I’d hurried past them as a child. There had always been a haunted feel about those trees—a murder leaves a trace in the air, an invisible stain that lasts through time.

I maneuvered the car through the thirteenth-century gate to De Vaux Place, and stopped outside the row of terraced houses. I heaved my bag from the trunk. The windows of the house that joined ours on the left were dark, apart from a tiny light at the top that Abby, Victoria’s cleaner, left on when she wasn’t there. I should be used to the little plunge of disappointment by now, Victoria was often away. Our outside door opened to a cobbled courtyard like all the others in the row; ours was brick-lined and empty apart from our two bikes, the wheelie bins, and a magnolia tree in a pot. In summer Victoria’s was full of clematis clambering over whitewashed walls, pots of lemon trees, deep red geraniums, and troughs of lavender. The Denshams’ courtyard on our other side housed Colin’s mobility scooter and tricycles for their grandchildren.

In the kitchen Pepper, Lizzie’s blue roan spaniel, lifted his head. His tail thumped a few times but he was too sleepy to come and greet me. My supper was in the fridge, covered with cling film, pale heaps of chicken and rice. I left it untouched and took a bottle of red wine from the rack instead, pouring myself a large glass. Nathan had tidied everything away. The units were painted a shade called smoke and the walls gunmetal, or perhaps I had the names the wrong way around, the units were gunmetal and the walls smoke. It was what Nathan had chosen but, as I looked around at the different shades of gray, I could taste ashes in my mouth.





Chapter 3

February 2017

“How can I help?”

I never like asking that question, the one I use when time is short. Shopkeepers or waiters always ask the same thing but that’s all right, they can usually provide what’s needed. In my case it seems spurious, dishonest even; you shouldn’t offer to help when you can’t address the real problem, the one hiding beneath the surface, the wretched inequality of it all. Health is apportioned at birth, it depends on where a patient comes from and goes back to his parents’ lives and their income and further back than that. It’s unfair and complicated and there is almost nothing we can do about it. We work at the far end, picking up the pieces.

The morning had started well. There’d been a run of straightforward problems: a sore throat, conjunctivitis, a painful knee, irregular bleeding. The kind of morning that made me feel I knew the answers, until Brian came in, bowed and shuffling.

It was his second visit that week, sometimes he came in more often than that. With his round face, pebble glasses, and greasy slab of fringe, he looked like an aged school boy, apart from a knowing little smile. He talked in a whisper so I had to lean close. His eyelids were lowered but the occasional glance at my face seemed furtive. There was something about him that made me shiver.

“It’s my back,” he told me in his whispery little voice. “It came on before Mother died last year. I had to lift her, change the sheets, all those sorts of things. There was no one to help me. The pain keeps me awake now, I think it’s getting worse.”

I could find nothing wrong with his back on examination, but he wasn’t disconcerted. He moved his chair closer and licked his lips, the rapid movements of his tongue reminded me of a lizard. I resisted the impulse to move my seat back.

“I still miss her; days can go by without seeing anyone.”

I felt sorry for him in spite of the way he made me feel. He’d lost his job taking time off to look after his mother; he was lonely, still grieving.

“Have you been getting out more?”

“I fed the ducks in the park yesterday but there were some mothers looking at me. I heard them tell their kids to keep away from me—you know, that weirdo in a mac, that’s what they said, I heard them. It’s either that or the pub.” He spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness; the fingers were long and pale, the nails lined with dirt.

“What about your neighbors?”

“They don’t say hello though I deliver their papers every day. It’s as though I don’t exist.”

Brian talked on and I let him, the grievances pouring out. When he left, shuffling to the door, he gave a little wave as though we were old friends. I lifted the slats of my blind and watched him walking across the parking lot. He was clutching a prescription for exercise at the gym and the telephone number of a grief counselor but his gait was now brisk. He could have been lying about the back pain. I trod down unease; he was a lonely man and there’s no easy cure for loneliness.

Carol glared at me, her mouth pursed tight. I’d taken too long and kept her waiting as usual. Roger hurried by with a packet of notes under his arm, his gangly figure bent forward. He winked as he passed and I felt better.

“I’m visiting Laura Chambers, Carol. Can I have Liam’s notes?”

She handed them over silently; this was a visit I was dreading. I’d met Liam’s mother a year ago, a small woman with gray hair pulled into a scarf, underweight, a little shy. She had arthritis in her lumbar spine. I’d sent her for a scan, which came back as normal, and we’d discussed exercise, supplements, and analgesics. I hadn’t seen her after that.

It was cold, one of those dull days where the pavements seep damp and the sky is the color of milk. Laura Chambers lived across town but I walked. I needed to think. I felt deeply guilty, wretchedly responsible. If she told me I’d failed her son, I could defend my actions legally but that wasn’t the point, I couldn’t bat my own accusations away. What about insight? Intuition? If I’d guessed Liam was suicidal, I would have referred him to a psychiatrist at the hospital and driven him there myself. I could have rung him at home or called in to see him. I might have phoned his mother—although that would have been breaking confidentiality, it’s defensible in matters of life and death. But I didn’t guess, I’d had no idea at all. My thoughts circled in a bitter loop as I walked down back streets, past women waiting at bus stops, children riding on scooters, and a house where a tan and white terrier barked from a window at everyone who passed.

Laura Chambers’s house looked like all the others on her street, a bow-fronted window, a paved space for a car, empty milk bottles on the top step; nothing to reveal the tragedy of a fortnight ago. Liam must have climbed on a chair, his upper lip beaded with sweat, those thin hands trembling as he knotted the cord over a beam, pulling it tight to make sure. Had he understood, in the way I imagine few people do, that this was forever? That there would be no more friends, partners, music, or books? No more mornings, no sun, and no flowers. He would never go to university, have a job, or hold a child, his future would be obliterated in less than a minute.

The bubbled glass above the door was dark. I rang the bell and waited, rang again. I could feel the sweat on my palms, my heart was racing. The door was unbolted, a chain slid back, a slice of face appeared, a puffy eye, part of a thin mouth.

“Yes?”

“It’s Dr. Goodchild, Mrs. Chambers. We made an appointment for today.”

She slid the chain off the door and walked slowly away from me down the dark hall. Her hair was matted at the back of her head as though she lacked the energy to reach that far. In the kitchen a bottle of Irish whiskey stood on the table, a half-filled glass beside it. She indicated a chair and took one herself.

“I’m sorrier than I can say—”

“There are things you should know.” Her mouth trembled, but she held herself erect as if determined. “Liam came to see you but he might not have said why. I found this in his jeans pocket.” Her voice was hoarse. She unfolded a scrap of paper on the table. Test results from The London Clinic: HIV positive.

“You’re right, he didn’t mention it.” I felt sick. I could have reassured him if I’d known, referred him and monitored treatment, checking up on him from time to time. He would have had a normal life but I couldn’t tell her that, not now.

“He didn’t want anyone to know.” She folded up the paper. “He felt guilty. He hadn’t been careful.” She lifted her whiskey and drank, her head thrown back, tendons exposed, throat working. She put down the empty glass with a force that could have broken it. “He never told me he was gay, not in so many words, but I knew. He was bullied at school for years, but he didn’t say anything about that either. I wanted to protect him and he wanted to protect me back. That was the trouble.”

“The trouble?”

“Too much protecting, not enough truth. I didn’t mind about his sexuality, I minded about the disease.” Her pale eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t know how to talk to him, so I told him to see you, though I guessed he might not tell you. It’s my fault.”

I’d been braced for blame, but she was blaming herself. I put my hand on her cold one.

“It’s not your fault or it’s mine as well. I couldn’t get him to talk, we only had seven minutes that day.”

She looked up and nodded, something gave a little in her face. “It wasn’t anything to do with you. He only came to see you in order to please me. I think he’d made up his mind awhile back.”

In the silence, the radio came on, the two o’clock news; she looked around the kitchen slowly, as if surprised there was still news, that there was a world.

“Is there anything I can do to help you? Anything at all? It won’t feel like that now but, in time, you might want to talk to someone.”

“No, thank you.”

The chair scraped as she stood up and then she led the way back to the front door. I can usually suggest something to help but that day I was at a loss—we both knew I could do nothing. When the door closed, I heard her footsteps slowly retreating down the hall.

There was no surgery that afternoon, so I walked home through the streets, sorrow and regret raging. A headache had started, the street seemed out of focus, the cars blurred. At the entrance to the Close where the pavement narrowed, I found myself among crowds of teenagers spilling from the pavement and into the road. Any one of them could get hit by a car, but they were young, they believed themselves immortal. They didn’t understand how fragile they were, but then, I hadn’t understood Liam’s fragility either.

I didn’t notice there was a car beside me at first, being driven so closely that the bumper was brushing my coat. I moved onto the pavement and the car went by. Five minutes later when I was walking along the path by the trees, the last stretch before the gates at the other end of the Close, I heard the quiet purr of an engine behind me again. Cars in the Close are driven slowly but this one was going more slowly than most, a medium-sized gray sedan with dark windows. I couldn’t see the driver. Had he parked up ahead and waited for me to go by again? The car pulled past me then went through the gate in front of me. I didn’t think to look at the number plate. I let myself into the house and slammed the door behind me, more irritated than afraid.

The fear hadn’t started by then.





Chapter 4

March 2017

“It’s your fault.”

My daughter’s eyes were blue like her father’s but, whereas Nathan’s were a soft gray-blue, hers were darker and, today, harder. Her psychotherapist boyfriend, Mike, had walked out that morning. He had packed his bags and left her flat where he’d been living for the last six months. The relationship was at an end. She was upset, anyone would be.

“You must be feeling wretched, darling, but seriously, why is it my fault?”

“Everything went wrong after you talked to him at our party.”

I put down the serving dish with the remains of the beef and pulled out a chair. I wasn’t up to this. I’d been up late checking appraisals and now I’d let myself drink in the middle of the day because it was Sunday. The empty bottle of wine stood in the middle of the table, my glass and Nathan’s were empty too. Nathan thought wine took the edge off things, but Lizzie’s anger sliced through the day like a finely honed sword.

“You really upset him.” She stared at me angrily.

“Remind me what I said, I honestly can’t remember.”

Mike had been pouring drinks at her birthday party three weeks ago. I’d come straight to her flat from the practice and downed two glasses in quick succession on an empty stomach. He’d begun talking fast but then Nathan gave a speech about Lizzie and now I could only remember thinking how pretty she’d looked.

“You told him that psychotherapy wasn’t a first-line treatment at the practice.”

It began to come back. “Well, that happens to be true, but why should he end things because of that? It was my tactlessness, not yours.”

“You paid the deposit on my flat, which means I collude in your judgment.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Exactly what you said about psychotherapy.”

“Oh, Lizzie, I didn’t say that.” I looked at her flushed face; this went further back. I had to tread carefully. “I don’t even think that. I’d love to offer psychotherapy, but we have a limited budget. He can’t have been listening.”

“That’s what he said about you, you didn’t seem to hear him at all.”

“I know it’s tough now, but there’ll be someone lovely who—”

“Don’t even say it. I’ll make my own choices even if you think they’re mistakes.” She glanced at her watch and got up. “I have to go, early start tomorrow, stuff to do for my job.” A little smile. “Though it doesn’t compare to yours.”

“You know I think your job is great.”

She pulled on her coat without answering and left the room. Seconds later the front door banged. We hadn’t said goodbye.

These were old wounds. Lizzie thought I minded about her choices because they were different from mine. Medicine had taken me away when she was small—in her eyes, that meant I rated it above everything, including her career as a librarian. Her convictions had been forged in childhood and I understood why. I’d missed things for work, important things: bath times, birthday parties, parents’ evenings. No matter what I said now, she felt second best. The wounds might be old, but they went deep and my conversation with Mike had made it all worse. If wounds fester after surgery, the tissues should be opened up again, drained, allowed to heal from the base. That’s what we needed to do but I wasn’t sure how.

I lay awake sometimes, awash with regret, wishing I could do it all again. I shaped imaginary conversations in my head in which I explained how busy I’d been, how tired at the end of each day, that I was sorry I fell asleep when reading bedtime stories. I took work on holiday and spent the first days finishing it. I never hung around the playground at drop-off or baked cakes for her to take in; instead I’d feel guilty relief as I drove to the surgery, the emotional burden slipping away. The truth was it was easier at work. People were polite. Roger was interested in what I thought, even Carol made me a cup of tea sometimes. I was kinder to my patients, they had the attention that should have been my family’s. I knew I’d messed up but somehow the opportunity for apology never came. Lizzie didn’t want to talk about the past, at least not to me.

The beef sat in a pool of congealed blood, the delicately carved slices had folded over and were going gray. I began to clear the table, stacking plates in the dishwasher, running hot water into the cooking tray; distraction therapy, Mike could have said. I was sorting out the kitchen instead of sorting out the problem.

The garden door opened and I heard the thud of boots as they were dropped on the mat, then Nathan padded through to the kitchen holding a bunch of white narcissi. He looked triumphant. “For Lizzie.”

“Lizzie’s gone.”

“She didn’t say goodbye.” He sounded as disappointed as a child. He pulled down a vase from the dresser, an old one Lizzie had made when she was little, one of my treasures. The baked clay coils were lopsided and unevenly stained with pink and green.

“She was upset. Mike walked out today, their relationship’s over.” I began washing glasses. I wouldn’t tell him everything she’d said; it was too raw, too real.

“Ah. The psychotherapist.”

“What’s wrong with psychotherapy?” I was immediately, perversely, on my daughter’s side. “Perhaps our practice should have a psychotherapist on the team.” I pushed away the thought that if Liam had gone to a psychotherapist, he might still be alive.

“Mike was a bit unrealistic though, wasn’t he? A little immature?”

“She loved him.”
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