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CHAPTER EIGHT

1981

The next question was when to go back to the house. The neighbours had seen me now. They didn’t get the best look at me, with my hood pulled halfway down my face, but I couldn’t guarantee they wouldn’t be able to point me out in an ID parade.

I waited until my day off to give time for the dust to settle and the neighbours to forget about me. We all know memories aren’t what they were when you get to a certain age, and I was hoping they were no exception to that rule.

Once again when I arrived at the house, there was no sign of a car. I waited once more on the other side of the road, hiding from the neighbours’ view, but they also seemed to be out. What do people with no jobs go out for? Though I didn’t know that Felicity didn’t work: for some reason, I’d just made that assumption. Maybe because I didn’t intend to work when I was Mrs Jeremy Pearson.

I was ready to make my move. I dispensed with the doorbell and put the key straight in. It didn’t fit. I wriggled it around and it definitely didn’t fit. My high spirits dropped as I realised they must have changed the locks! So soon. It would take me weeks to get round to something like that. Then I had a thought: the key was left by the back door, so maybe that was the lock it was intended for. I ran round to the back and tried the lock. It was a perfect fit and a moment later I was standing in a large, bright, country-style kitchen, complete with an AGA and timbered beams. It was pretty warm in there, so I took my anorak off and hung it over a chair.

There were utensils hanging from the ceiling: a ladle, a slotted spoon, a medieval torture instrument. I did a double take.

I unhooked the torture instrument. In my hands I realised it was a meat tenderiser, but my goodness, they’d really gone to town. This could tenderise the hide of a dinosaur. The handle was made of hard wood, built to last; the join of the handle and the head almost invisible. The edges were metal, the spikes long, the weight heavy.

I had a go at swinging it, like a real knight of old, slamming into his opponent at the joust. I took it with me as I left the kitchen to explore the rest of the house.

The lounge – sitting room, drawing room, front room, whatever they liked to call it – was to the right of the kitchen. All the rooms led off from a large entrance hall, the front door in the centre.

The furniture looked ancient. A scuffed leather sofa, old, creaky and uncomfortable; it would be the first thing to go when I was lady of the house. The chairs and tables were dark wood, the curtains heavy velvet and the wallpaper was patterned and dark. I could smell lilies. The decor had probably cost a fortune to put together, but it would all be blitzed as soon as I got my hands on it. I made a mental note to order a Laura Ashley catalogue.

I glanced across the bookshelves filled with weighty tomes about medicine, philosophical stuff, gardening manuals, a variety of Bibles and, along the top shelf, a long row of Jilly Coopers. Ah, Felicity, I’ve uncovered your secret.

As expected, the furniture looked heavy and expensive. The lilies I could smell stood in a vase on a side table. I wondered if the vase was worth much: if it was from a Ming dynasty, or if it was available for £3.99 in BHS. Either way, they were going to be needing a new one. I swung the tenderiser and smashed it to spillikins. I remembered learning on the Antiques Roadshow once that vases tend to come in pairs. I looked around for its mate and there it was, on the other side of the room. I raised the tenderiser again but stopped myself. They were worth more as a pair; I decided to leave Felicity with the frustration of one, potentially, devalued vase and a lot of clearing up.

At the far end of the room was a dresser with a load of photos on it. There they were, Felicity and Jeremy through the years. Felicity all dolled up, Jeremy smiling bravely, head ever-tilted, with merely a grimace giving away the truth of the matter in their wedding photo. I leaned forward and looked closely for the pain behind the smile. You had to know what you were looking for, but it was definitely there.

I left the lounge and entered the dining room. Nothing of interest in there, but I put a dent in a silver candlestick anyway.

I went upstairs. I found the bedroom. I stood at the foot of the bed and tried to work out which side was Jeremy’s. I guessed it was the one with the phone on the bedside table, all the better for him to answer if he was called to an emergency at night.

Standing by Jeremy’s side of the bed, I stripped to my underwear, then lifted the covers and climbed in. I pressed my face into the pillows, then the sheets, hoping to breathe in the scent of him, but I only detected the scent of fabric conditioner. Frustratingly, the sheets seemed to be newly washed.

Still . . . I lay there for a minute, looking round the room that would soon be mine. Mine and Jeremy’s. Then I had a thought: if this was his side, I wouldn’t be here, I would need to shuffle over. I was reluctant for a moment, then I remembered, if the sheets are clean, I won’t really be lying where she has lain. I moved across and lay, looking at Jeremy’s spot, imagining him there, thinking of the secrets he would tell me, how I would comfort him as he came to terms with the years wasted under the thumb of Felicity the Tyrant. I drummed the tenderiser gently to and fro against the duvet, making a muffled rhythm. I closed my eyes.

I opened them to see Felicity, posed like The Scream, leering over me. I nearly had a heart attack! My mind was racing. Was this what Jeremy wanted? Was this going according to plan, or had I taken my eye off the ball and let him down? I didn’t know.

‘Who . . . ?’ she said. I saw now that she was shaking a bit, whether with fear, or with rage, I couldn’t tell. ‘Vase . . .’ she said. I nodded, then remembered my coat.

‘Anorak,’ I said. She nodded.

I realised I had to make a decision. I was going to lose the advantage of surprise if I lay here much longer, exchanging single word sentences. I leapt up out of the bed and her eyes widened once more as she saw I was only wearing my underwear.

There was only one thing to do. Earlier ideas of confronting her with the truth, of telling her I was the other woman and letting her take the initiative were abandoned: I raised the tenderiser and brought it down on her head.

She did not crack as easily as the vase had. In fact, she stood there staring at me for a moment, hardly dented. Then she ran and what else could I do but run after her?

I chased her downstairs, with the advantage of youth, going two at a time. I caught her by her long, blond hair and, pulling her towards me with one hand, whacked her over the head with the other. She nearly got away from me, but then we stepped, from the highly polished laminate flooring onto a rug which was not properly anchored. We slid quite a distance and finally landed in a heap near the front door. I was on top and she had no chance of getting free.

Still, it took a few goes. For future reference, meat tenderisers, even heavy-duty models, are not good skull smashers; I ended it by giving her a clunk with the cast iron umbrella stand by the door and nearly put my back out.

Eventually she lay quiet, the pattern of the tenderiser decorating her forehead. Dead, I thought and was about to check when the doorbell rang.

I froze. The door was surrounded by frosted glass and if I moved, I would likely be seen on the other side. The doorbell rang again, then a note was pushed through the letterbox and footsteps walked away. I ran upstairs and pulled my clothes back on. There was a long, dark hair lying on the pillow. I was about to dust it off when I realised what a subtle, but unmistakeable message it would leave for Jeremy. I left it where it was.

I went back down to the kitchen and grabbed my anorak, then I remembered: fingerprints.

Oh! What had I touched? What had I touched? I panicked for a few seconds, then I thought, not much. Not much more than the tenderiser, the door handle and the key. I rinsed the tenderiser in the sink and put it to drain, then I dusted around where I had been and left.

These were the days before DNA was a well-known phenomenon and I felt little concern. Jeremy and I had been so discreet, there was nothing to link me to the house. I felt a thrill of gratitude that he had ensured we kept a professional distance at work, that he remained ‘Dr Pearson’ in the hospital. For I knew now that if he had done differently, somewhere along the line I would surely have given the game away.

Thank you, thank you, thank you. I muttered to myself as I made a brisk march away from the house and I glowed as I realised this was exactly what Jeremy had wanted me to do.






CHAPTER ELEVEN

1981

‘There’s a letter come for you from the university,’ my dad said. ‘I don’t know why they’ve sent it here when you’re only down the road from them.’

Neither did I. ‘What does it say?’

‘You want me to open it?’

‘Yes, please.’

I heard the envelope tear and a minute later, he said, ‘The dean wants to see you. It doesn’t say why, just asks you to present yourself at his office at 11am on the 17th. It says your personal tutor will be there and you can take a friend, a family member or the union rep.’

‘Right.’ I felt a thrill, the dean had singled me out for something. After three years of hard work, I’d been noticed!

‘Your mother says wear something smart,’ was my dad’s parting shot.

But what were my options? Maybe I was supposed to go there in my student nurse uniform and they would present me with my qualified nurse uniform at the meeting. There would likely be a screen for me to change behind, and I would disappear a mere caterpillar and emerge a fully fledged butterfly-nurse. I imagined the dean’s jovial face as I reappeared.

Then, with some disappointment, I realised that the whole year would probably be invited to do the same; it was hard to concoct a scenario in which I would be singled out for such treatment.

I didn’t really have anything else except for the little black dress I’d worn to Dr Harris’s party.

Eleven am seemed a bit early for a cocktail dress, but the wording of the invitation: ‘The dean cordially invites you . . .’ suggested a champagne reception. So, on went the dress. I tried to make it more business-like with a smart jacket one of my housemates had left over the back of a chair.

And so it was that on the day of the meeting, I made my way regally down the stairs, housemates open-jawed – ‘is that my jacket?’ – and out of the house for the short walk to the university campus.

I’d forgotten, in all the excitement, that my personal tutor would be there. I had no idea who that was and was thrown off-kilter for a moment when, outside the dean’s office, I was greeted by a creature from the 1960s, delighting us all with a psychedelic two piece. I wondered if my outfit was too conservative after all.

The dean’s office was not what I imagined. It was not full of ancient old books, stacked to the ceiling, with half-melted candles on a huge oak desk. There were no cats or owls present. Instead, the desk, chairs and bookshelves were cheap, functional office furniture, the books surprisingly scant, and there were some drooping spider plants on the windowsill.

Yet the dean himself didn’t disappoint, he was white-haired and genial, with wire-rimmed spectacles and a skew-whiff tie. He waved me to a chair but offered no champagne. Just a jug of water and an empty glass were nudged my way. I tugged my dress down my thighs as I reached for the glass.

My personal tutor sat alongside me, facing the dean, who sat between the head of my course and the head of faculty. Quite an illustrious gathering.

‘Are we waiting for anyone?’ the dean asked. I shrugged and he pointed at the empty chair on the other side of me. I shook my head.

‘Very well, I’ll cut to the chase. You may be aware there have been a number of complaints made about you.’

The dean paused as I shook my head. He looked at my personal tutor.

‘Do you ever check your pigeonhole, Julie?’ my personal tutor asked. The answer to that was no, but I now learnt that had I done so, I would have found a number of invitations over the academic year, to go and discuss various matters with him. They’d written to me at my student house as well, where it went astray amongst the general debris. My failure to reply had forced them to write to me at my parents’ address.

‘Your housemates have complained that you don’t contribute your share of the bills,’ the dean said. ‘More pertinently, you haven’t paid your rent and you’re living in a university-owned house, which means you owe the university money. The staff at the campus shop say that whenever a certain student is in there, things start to go missing. The description they gave matched yours . . .’

‘What was their description?’ my personal tutor asked.

The dean looked at his notes. ‘About twenty, average height, average build, shoulder-length dark hair, long nose, beady eyes, shifty disposition. Do you want me to go on?’

‘There are more girls of that age, of average height and build with shoulder length dark hair around here than I can count,’ my tutor said, and I realised he was there to be on my side. ‘And I don’t think “shifty disposition” is something that could be easily captured on a photofit.’

A photofit? Were they putting me on a ‘Wanted’ poster?! Dead or alive, presumably.

‘The rest of it?’ the dean asked.

‘What exactly do beady eyes look like?’ my personal tutor said. They both stared at me.

‘I’ll go on with the allegations,’ the dean said. ‘Your colleagues on the wards have complained of a certain . . . lurkiness about you.’

‘Lurkiness?’ my tutor interrupted. ‘They have to use actual words.’

‘I’m coming to it. They say she deliberately gave the wrong drugs to a patient.’

‘That was an accident!’ I interrupted. ‘They know that. I was new.’

The dean ignored me. ‘Another patient complained that he was scared of her.’

My tutor sat back in his chair. ‘I’m not sure what the point of his complaint is. Unless he had a reason to be scared of her, it’s regrettable, but not something we can act on.’

The dean shrugged. ‘They say she seems enthralled by the dangerous drugs cabinet. They say she tries to follow deceased patients down to the mortuary.’

‘That’s not true!’ That last one was a total fabrication, although it was an interesting idea.

‘Dr Pearson says he’s noticed a smell of alcohol around you,’ the dean finished.

Jeremy! The traitor.

The dean was still talking, something about my failure to engage with the faculty: I think he meant the notes in my pigeonhole. A lack of interaction or cooperation with my peers, a drinking habit. An uneasiness around me in the hospital . . . unsuited to the role . . . they wished me the best of luck with whatever else I chose to do—

‘What?’

‘I’m afraid they’re terminating your place on the course,’ my personal tutor said, and I wondered if he was in on it after all.

‘But I’ve nearly finished,’ I said. ‘I’m almost a nurse.’

‘All the more important we act promptly,’ the dean said. ‘If we let you loose on a ward . . .’ He didn’t finish the sentence, he just looked down at his notes while my tutor, the head of course, the head of faculty and I waited futilely for him to clarify.

‘But I’ve passed all my modules,’ I said. ‘I’ve had good marks.’

‘No one is disputing your academic capabilities,’ the dean said, and after a long silence, he added, ‘We have to have every confidence that the nurses we send out into the world are suitable for the job, not just academically, but also in their personal qualities. There is a lot more to nursing than the science and we think you would be happier in another profession.’

‘There you go, Julie. You could easily pick another science-based job,’ my personal tutor said, trying to drag a silver lining from this great big grey cloud. ‘Maybe experimenting on animals?’

‘Do you have any questions?’ the dean quickly jumped in.

If I were treated in this way now, with my years of life experience behind me, I would indeed have many questions and the first would be about how to appeal. But back then at the age of 21, thinking the dean’s voice was the law, I did not fight. Instead, I rose unsteadily, noticing for the first time how very short the dress I was wearing really was and how low it was cut at the bust. Trying to keep my head held high and my eyes dry, I tottered my way out of the office and into the rest of my life.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

2008

The seasons rolled around, Sean and Susannah both passed their exams and Sean moved out into the wider department.

I slumped into something of a depression. I’d done everything I could to make sure Sean failed, encouraging late-night drinking, drawing his attention to the cream of prime-time television. The exams were not fun things, I’d seen plenty start down that road and fall by the wayside. Susannah had the look of one who would fall, if ever I saw one, but even she passed first time and before I knew it, the pair of them were out there amongst the case checkers, several desks away, but still in my eyeline, chatting and jabbering the day away together.

The wedding approached with Sean still not finding the strength to be honest with Susannah and confess that his heart lay elsewhere. Bravely, I soldiered on with the cake preparations. By now my execution of the design was almost faultless and I could recite Susannah’s list of allergies as naturally as the alphabet.

The bride and groom were to be shop-bought and plastic, so all that was left for me to do was perfect the little love hearts.

My invitation did indeed arrive, a traditional six weeks before the wedding. It surprised me somewhat by stating the venue as a five-star hotel when I had been imagining a church. But maybe Susannah was concerned she’d get a lightning bolt if she stepped onto holy ground. Maybe she was concerned I would be struck and my charred remains lying in the aisle would spoil the ceremony.

It included the option for a plus-one. Strangely, I thought immediately of Frank, whom I had met briefly at the Jacksons, but I pushed that thought down as quickly as it had risen up; I had no idea what had come over me. Anyway, since I would be leaving with Sean, I didn’t need to bring a companion.

I spent some time looking at the venue online. It was a renovated castle some way to the west of Cardiff, at the far end of the Vale of Glamorgan. Set right on the coast, its grounds ran to the edge of the cliff and provided views of the sea beyond. Tight budget indeed.

Not being a motorist, the venue was too remote for me to drop the cake off in person. In fact, it was so remote, the happy couple were laying on a bus from Cardiff for those of us not booked into the hotel.

Susannah’s mother was staying at the hotel and she was going to call by on her way there in order to pick up the cake. Sure enough, the doorbell rang at the appointed time and I opened it to find a last-generation version of Susannah grinning on my doorstep.

‘Julie?’ she said. ‘I’m Sonia.’ She paused. ‘I’m here for the cake.’

‘I’ll go and get it,’ I told her and turned back into the








































































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

2008–9

After eight months I was wondering if Sean was ever going to put Susannah behind him. He often looked haggard, slightly dishevelled, even. He was losing weight; he didn’t always shave. I heard him telling someone he hadn’t been sleeping well and every day he’d be there at his desk, tired and lacklustre.

In the early days, I admit, it took some courage to carry on with the conversation, it often seemed to be nothing but good mornings and goodbyes. I had to keep reminding myself he was just putting on an act, and it was all for appearances, so I persevered in my campaign with Sean. Little and often was the way to do it, I decided.

‘Good morning, Sean,’ I’d say as I passed him on my way in. ‘How are you today?’

‘Yeah, yeah, so-so, Julie,’ he’d say.

And ‘See you tomorrow then, Sean,’ at the end of the day.

To which he’d always answer, ‘Laters.’

Later. We were building a solid foundation from which we could develop our public association, just a few minutes together a day, not much more than anyone else really, until everyone was accustomed to seeing us together.

It was worth it eventually, when I paused at his desk after a few months, issued a hearty ‘good morning!’ and was rewarded with his full attention.

He stopped what he was doing, he leaned back in his chair, he looked around and he swivelled to face me!

‘Morning, Jools,’ he said. ‘What’s happening?’

‘Oooh! Usual stuff!’ I told him, slightly lost for words; I’d almost stopped hoping for a reply and now I was about to have a conversation! ‘Post to sort, cases to allocate, spreadsheets to update! You?’

‘Same old, same old,’ he said. ‘Cases to review, emails to send, coffee to drink.’

Of course! Coffee!

‘I was just going to the machine,’ I said, although I had my hands full with my bag and my umbrella and a carrier bag of veg I was taking back to the supermarket: it had gone bad before its best before date. ‘Would you like me to get you one?’

‘Oh, you’re OK,’ he said, looking at my luggage. ‘I’ll give you one – ahem, I meant get you one. The usual?’

I giggled at the Freudian slip – a glimpse of what was really on his mind – and nodded that I would have the usual. He strode off to the drinks machine. I hurried to my desk, I didn’t want to dawdle and not be there when he arrived, and there I was, still waiting for my PC to finish going through the motions, when he reappeared.

I motioned to the empty seat beside me – these were the days before Gareth – but he shook his head, a little regretfully, I believe.

‘Better press on,’ he said. ‘It’s really piling up over there.’ It was as if a weight had lifted from him, this was more like the old Sean.

I wasn’t short of work to do myself – they could hardly work the cases if I didn’t send them over. I started powering through the spreadsheet. After all, I was doing the work of two people while I waited for my new assistant.

I think that maybe I’d held out a secret hope that they’d find Sean irreplaceable and haul him back to my admin kingdom – on his case reviewer’s wage, of course. Or maybe Sean would decide life at the other end of the office wasn’t for him and beg for a return to the heart of the department. Yet my hopes were dashed one morning when the new boy arrived.

It was around nine months after Susannah’s passing that Gareth appeared. He clocked the sexual tension between Sean and I immediately. ‘I can almost smell it,’ he said, and I thought of The Silence of the Lambs.

I denied it at first. For some reason, talking about it so openly made me feel shy. I ducked my head down and tried not to smile.

‘I’m right, aren’t I?’ Gareth said. ‘You can tell me, I can keep a secret.’

I shook my head again. ‘There’s nothing to tell.’

But Gareth persevered. Every time Sean was in the vicinity, Gareth looked at me and grinned, or waggled his eyebrows and made a love heart sign with his hands.

‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘It’s completely normal. In my last job I had a crush on the CEO. It was quite a small company and I sat not far from his office. It used to break my heart when he came out to give us pep talks and he’d talk about his wife and family. I’m over it now, though.’

I didn’t really see the relevance of that little anecdote, but Gareth persevered in trying to get the truth out of me.

‘Come on,’ he said, opening a packet of Love Hearts and handing me one with the words ‘be mine’ on it. ‘I think you should speak up. If you don’t ask you don’t get. And you never know your luck. Stranger things have happened.’

‘What do you mean “stranger things have happened”?’

‘I mean love is blind.’

I stared at him.

‘I mean love works in mysterious ways,’ he said. ‘Or is that God? Anyway, I suppose he’s single now. If you don’t put your bid in, someone else will sooner or later.’

‘How did you know?’ I asked him, although he obviously didn’t know everything if he thought Sean needed to be made aware.

He sighed out a ‘Weeellll . . . I’m not a body language expert, but sometimes you can just tell.’

‘How?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it’s the way you sit up dead straight and grin like a gargoyle whenever Sean’s around. Maybe it’s the way your face goes red, and you stutter and gibber at him.’

‘I do not!’ Sean and my conversations were tempered and articulate.

‘If you say so. Maybe it’s the way nothing is too much trouble for Sean. Everything’s too much trouble for everyone else.’

‘It’s not so much things being too much trouble, but people have to learn to do their jobs properly and if that means taking a hard line, then it means taking a hard line. Some of the people here never seem to have had any lines taken at all. They meander about, wandering hither and thither, never getting anywhere, never achieving anything.’

‘OK! OK. It’s just these little things I’ve noticed,’ Gareth said. ‘I didn’t know a hard line meant a straight line.’

I decided to let it go, I had bigger fish to fry. ‘So, what about Sean? What are the things he does that let you know? Is it because he calls me Jools?’

‘If I’m being honest, I’m not seeing any obvious signs coming from his direction.’ Gareth said.

‘Eh?’

‘Sean,’ he said. ‘I think, if you’re going to make a play for him, you’ll have a bit of selling yourself to do. I heard it’s not so long since he lost his wife.’

So, Gareth wasn’t as astute as I had imagined. He too thought Sean was grieving for Susannah and had missed the subtle, but unmistakeable signs of his true passion. In the grand scheme of things, Susannah was a very brief interlude in Sean’s life. Gareth was speaking again.

‘ . . . can help you, though.’

‘Help me?’ I asked.

‘With bewitching. I’m quite the Cupid when I put my mind to it.’

 

Gareth was not fooling around with his offer to help me. Although he was a little behind the game, he started by wanting to find out if Sean was interested – well, I’ve already covered that at length. But I had to admit, the signs were subtle. They’d had to be, of necessity.

Gareth began his match-making strategy by playing he loves me, he loves me not with a packet of elastic bands. The outcome was not what we expected.

‘But that stuff is nonsense anyway,’ Gareth said. ‘We need something more scientific.’

‘A lie detector test?’

‘Something more subtle.’

He suggested a makeover.

‘What’s Sean’s type?’ he asked me. I wasn’t sure what he meant at first, so he elaborated and I was surprised – quite obviously Sean’s type was me!

‘No, I mean, what did his missus look like?’ Gareth said. What did that have to do with it? ‘We need to establish what kind of look he goes for. Let’s see if looking more like her makes him notice you.’

There was no point explaining to Gareth that Sean had already noticed me, and that the problem was getting him to acknowledge his feelings, to stop caring what other people thought.

‘All the same,’ Gareth said, ‘it’d do no harm to spruce you up.’

I declined at first, but Gareth was very persistent. He insisted a change is as good as a break. A change of image would make everyone look up and take notice. Sean would want to snap me up before anyone else stepped in.

Sean didn’t have anything to worry about on that front; I wouldn’t allow myself to be snapped up by anyone else, but, as Gareth pointed out, Sean wasn’t to know that. Or was he? Our love was so deep, surely he’d know that I’d never betray him.

‘Would he?’ Gareth asked. ‘Love is fraught with insecurities and uncertainties.’ It was, wasn’t it. Or was it? It was getting confusing, so I consented to a late-night shopping trip with Gareth.

We headed to Topshop where Gareth believed all my imaging requirements could be met. Almost all:

‘I can put you in touch with a really good hair stylist,’ he said. ‘Modernise your ’do a little bit.’

‘It is modern,’ I said. ‘It’s classic, timeless. It’s Princess Di on her wedding day.’

‘OK,’ he said, sounding doubtful. ‘I just thought you might like something more twenty-first century.’

I thought of the young ladies he associated with in the department across the aisle from us, and their heads, which sported long hair on one side and were shaved on the other. ‘No thank you,’ I said.

‘If you’re sure,’ Gareth said, and he led the way along Queen Street, hauling me on, as I looked longingly at M&S when we passed it.

‘No, no, no,’ he said. ‘Sean doesn’t want to date his gran.’

In Topshop Gareth headed for the brightest rack. ‘Let’s put a bit of colour on you,’ he said. ‘I wonder what would suit.’ He started holding gaudy offerings up against my face: orange, yellow, red, pink, lime green and electric blue. With each one he leaned back, looked at me, made a face and said ‘no’.

‘Which star sign are you?’ he asked. I’m a Taurus.

‘An earth sign,’ he said. ‘That explains it.’ He headed for a slightly more muted patch of raiment and held up a brown and yellow top. ‘We’ll start with a darker base and add the brights.’

‘I’m happy with the colours I have.’

‘What? A base of black, layered with other blacks, only varying depending on how many times they’ve been washed?’ Gareth scoffed. ‘It’s a bit monochrome.’

‘It complements my black hair,’ I said, it made me dark and alluring. ‘I like the contrast with my pale skin.’

‘Don’t you think it makes you look ill?’ he asked. No, I didn’t. He ploughed on and I must admit, I was interested to see what some of them were going to look like: he paired a brown top with an orange scarf and jewellery; I felt quite Halloweeny. He added a bright blue waistcoat to a sunshine yellow t-shirt and a red shrug to an indigo blouse. He went a little too far, though, with a purple jumper and green jeans.

I tried them on. I looked like a different woman. Not the woman Sean had fallen in love with, but when I mentioned this to Gareth he said I wasn’t doing it for Sean, I was doing it for me and I should wear what makes me feel fabulous.

I was a bit confused for the second time that day: Sean was exactly who I was doing this for, that was the whole point of the trip. The subject would never have come up otherwise. But Gareth said if I looked fabulous on the outside, I’d feel fabulous on the inside and then my life would be fulfilling and Sean would be irresistibly drawn to the beauty radiating from within me. So, we were doing it for Sean, but we were doing it for me as well. ‘What’s good for the goose is good for the gander,’ Gareth concluded.

I bought most of the clothes he recommended, but just stopped short at pink. Susannah had been a bit of a pink girl, and it didn’t suit me anyway. Gareth made up for it by buying himself a pair of neon pink trousers.

We went to one of the licensed premises for something to eat and had a drink as well. Then we went on for another drink and ambled in and out of the pubs on The Hayes and its side streets. Leaving O’Neill’s, I forgot all my bags and we had to go running back. Someone had noticed and handed them in at the bar.

‘That was lucky!’ Gareth said and we laughed all the way to the station. On the train home, I wondered if this was what it was like having friends. Did Gareth do things like this all the time? Was shopping and visiting pubs and laughing with people just an average day in his life? No wonder he was always so cheerful. It really lifted the spirits.

And they lifted further when I turned the corner into my street to see an old Ford Focus parked outside the Jacksons’ house. I surprised even myself with the pleasure I felt when I saw Frank getting out of it. He smiled when he saw me.

‘Late night shenanigans,’ he said, with a wink, as I reached my house. ‘Dad’s at his poker night and Mum wanted a cheeky burger. So, I said I’d join her in one.’ He held up a takeaway bag. ‘We’re going to make a night of it,’ he added and held up a bottle of wine. ‘I’d invite you to join us, but I suppose you don’t want to be drinking on a school night.’

I let out a little hiccough and swayed. Frank looked at me curiously and smiled. ‘Unless you already have?’ Then without giving me time to reply he said, ‘You’ll have to invite me along next time, I love a weeknight tipple. Say, I went to a restaurant last week and ordered a giant duck. The bill was enormous!’

‘I’m sure it would be,’ I said, duck was quite expensive anyway.

‘No,’ Frank said. ‘A giant duck, the bill was enormous.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Bill is a word for a duck’s bill and a bill at a restaurant.’

Oh! It was a play on words. Very clever. I laughed.

‘It’s a good joke, isn’t it,’ Frank said. I nodded, still laughing and with that, he hurried into the Jacksons’ house.

The encounter with Frank had lifted my mood even further and inside I continued the party. I woke up the next morning with my face on the carpet, the rest of me half on, half off the sofa. When was too much to drink really too much, I wondered. When did it stop being fun? My bags of shopping were in a pile on the chair. I looked at the clock – I had to be at the train station twenty minutes ago! I was already more than an hour behind with my normal routine.

Gareth looked at me in horror as I sat down at my desk.

‘Where are your clothes?!’ he shrieked. I looked down at what I was wearing: the same outfit I always wore on a Wednesday. ‘I’ve been telling Sean you’ll be a new woman when you arrive.’

‘They’re still in the bags,’ I said. ‘I overslept. I didn’t have time to co-ordinate.’

Gareth turned away in disgust. I looked down the office to where Sean and The Lads were peering over their monitors towards me. They all looked disappointed. Sean stood up and headed towards the drinks machine; a moment later he was on his way towards Gareth and me with drinks for all three of us.

‘Morning, Jools,’ he said to me.

‘Morning,’ I stammered.

‘You’re in late today. Got yourself a man?’

I didn’t know how to answer that. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever been so confused in my life; why would Sean be asking me that?

‘He’s joking, Julie.’ Gareth stepped in. ‘You never heard anyone say that before?’

No. I never had. What was funny about it?

‘Is that a new top?’ Sean asked me.

‘No,’ Gareth said. ‘She overslept. She didn’t have time to co-ordinate her new gear so she decided to wear black. Black is much easier to match with.’

‘Yeah, I find that,’ Sean agreed. Did he? I’d never noticed. Usually he wore a shirt – various colours, but mostly quite pale – and dark trousers. Same as all the men in here. Except Gareth, who that day was sporting a pair of bright red trousers – the neon pink ones were to be kept for special occasions – and a royal blue shirt. I looked at him again. It was a little hard on the retinas. Could he be the reason I’d been getting a few headaches recently?

And I’d let him choose me a wardrobeful of clothes! I thought about what was lying in the bags at home and did an inventory of the colours: blues, greens, oranges, yellows, a splash of red over a foundation of brown.

For a moment I pictured us – Gareth and I – as others would see us, as they looked upon the muted tones of the walls and carpets, the business-like blacks and greys worn by our colleagues. Then, at the end of the row, Gareth and I, looking like an explosion at the paint factory.

I stared at him as Sean made his excuses and returned to his desk.

‘What’s wrong?’ Gareth asked.

‘Am I going to look like you?’

Gareth laughed. ‘I don’t think so. Are we related?’

‘My clothes,’ I said. ‘Are we going to match?’

‘You ain’t stealing my style bi-atch,’ he said, which, to my mind, was no answer at all. I continued to stare at him. ‘Of course, you’re not going to look like me,’ he said. ‘I chose your clothes for you, not for me. We chose clothes for you.’

I wasn’t convinced. I thought about taking them back on Saturday.

‘Try them on again when you get home. If you don’t like them, you don’t have to keep them. Think of what you’d be losing, though. A fabulous new you. Feeling marvellous on the inside and looking marvellous on the outside. If you have any worries give me a ring.’ He wrote his phone number down on an empty envelope and gave it to me. Then he cast his gaze down the office to where Sean was deep in concentration. ‘Cast those old drab-rags away!’

He’d told Sean about the new look. Sean had asked me if I was wearing a new top. He’d been disappointed not to see the new image. I remembered how I’d felt the night before: new clothes, a few drinks inside me and a masterplan for a new, fabulous me. I kicked myself for losing my nerve. Yes, tonight I would experiment with a few of the more muted outfits and tomorrow would be a fresh chapter.
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Author Questionnaire

1. How difficult was it to write all the different timelines? Was there a timeline that was more challenging than another?

 

To my surprise, the hardest time to write was the years around 2009/10. I expected that to be easy because it seems recent in my memory, but I was forgetting that, with the internet and social media, everything changes quickly and constantly, so I got into a bit of a tangle from time to time trying to remember what we did and didn’t have, and what we could and couldn’t do.

The years I chose were when Facebook was the reigning social media channel.  It wouldn’t have been very practical to have Julie spreading herself over several social media channels, and I can’t really see her mastering TikTok, Instagram, X and so on, so she is in a time when Facebook was well used by all generations.

Going back to the ‘70s and ‘80s, the main difference was taking Julie back to before she was the serial killer she developed into. As I wrote it, it started to feel like a natural progression to go back and look at what had shaped her, and how she began her killing career. At the same time, I was in the swing of writing her the way she was in her later years, so it took a bit of thought to consider that she hadn’t always been that way and to think about how she may have been in her childhood. I didn’t want to go too mad with making her parents really unpleasant – I don’t think they were necessarily horrible to her, not deliberately, they just liked Angela better. Everyone did, and one way or another, it showed in Julie’s development.

 

2. What kind of research went into this novel?

 

I think the main research was around the 1980s years, looking back to all the little details, like where the Pearsons might have bought their vase and how much they might have paid for it. When I started writing it, it wasn’t my intention to go as far back in time as the ‘80s, and certainly not into her childhood in the ‘70s, largely because I didn’t envision it as a novel that would need more than the recent past. I thought at first it would all be in the modern day, and I would be able to do it all from memory. But once I got started on the ‘80s, I really enjoyed it – 18p for a bar of chocolate, and that was considered a bit steep! I actually moved it all back a year because I thought Bucks Fizz winning the Eurovision Song Contest was too good to leave out. (This is a very big deal in the UK!).

The office she works in was based largely on offices I have worked in, in terms of both the layout and decor, as well as the day-to-day activities. Specifically, this is one I worked in in Cardiff, although I’ve taken a couple of small liberties with the view. The people I have put in it are fictional, of course.

Julie was always meant to be almost cartoon-like and not a realistic portrayal of any personality type. I’ve been asked a few times if she’s autistic, and it’s a good question that I had to give some thought to, but in the end, I think she’s not. I think she was just so badly damaged by her early years, she can’t relate to anyone in a normal way. I suppose it’s part nature, part nurture, but I think Julie suffered from always being in Angela’s shadow.

 

 

3. Was it difficult to get into the mind of someone like Julie?

 

It was frighteningly easy to get into the mind of Julie Tudor! I had the idea after I’d finished reading Rebecca, and I thought that Rebecca reminded me of Jane Eyre in that, in both novels, the protagonist got her man when he was a lesser, or damaged, version of himself: Maxim de Winter in Rebecca was revealed to be a murderer and Mr Rochester in Jane Eyre was disfigured.

Then I thought that, here, in the twenty-first century, a story like that would never happen because now a girl wouldn’t wait for her man to be damaged, she’d get out there and damage him herself. So, I started off with a general idea of a beginning, middle and end, and once I started, Julie’s voice took over and led the way. When we were editing, from time to time I’d be asked to make something funnier, or more Julie-ish and I’d think, ‘Oooh, I don’t think I can,’ but then Julie would step in and come up with something.

It was fun to write her. It was a licence to say, think and do pretty much anything.

 

4. Do you have a favourite character?

 

Gareth is my favourite character. He takes people as he finds them and assumes everyone is a friend, until they prove otherwise.

 

5. What do you want readers to take away from this story?

 

In its way, it’s quite a sad story. Although Julie’s misfortune is ultimately her own doing and she could have behaved differently and changed the outcome, she was quite often treated badly in her early years, and it obviously left its mark.

But I don’t expect people to feel sad, after all, she wasn’t completely destroyed at the end. She kept some things, such as her art, and she had a status in her new world. I think prison would suit her nicely – she has a structure to her days, a place in a community where people can’t get away from her if her company isn’t to their liking, and a certain amount of respect in there. So, in that way, it’s a happy ending. The importance she thought she had in her job was always something she valued highly, and now she has it for real.

It was fun to write, and I hope people will feel that the time they’ve spent with Julie was enjoyable. There isn’t a moral to the story – unless anyone needs to be reminded you shouldn’t kill your colleagues, no matter how tempting that may be.
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