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			“The question—how will she get out of this? But behind the pleasant veneer, Anna Harris has a delightfully devious heart, and she skillfully finds her way. Sharp, atmospheric and a definite nail-biter, Tracy Maton has crafted a brilliant debut. I flew through the pages and didn’t want it to end.”

			Nicole Lundrigan, bestselling author of The Case Study and An Unthinkable Thing

			“Impressive…. [The] cool, unreliable narration calls Tom Ripley to mind, but Maton freshens up familiar tropes by giving her protagonist uncommon dimension. The result is irresistible.”

			Publishers Weekly

			“A female twist on The Talented Mr. Ripley…. Maton’s protagonist is less calculating than Ripley but just as ruthless.”

			Sunday Times (UK)

			“Darkly delicious.”

			Sunday Post (UK)

			“Rarely has a book delivered so spectacularly on the promise of an unlikeable lead character, but Anna Harris is every bit as artful and awful as this reader could wish. Highsmith herself would raise a glass.”

			Sarah Hilary, author of Fragile

			“An intriguing cat and mouse game, which will keep you reading into the early hours.”

			Tina Baker, author of Call Me Mummy

			“I devoured The Artful Anna Harris in a single sitting. Pacy, thrilling and fun…. An excellent debut.”

			J.M. Hewitt, author of The Life She Wants

			“The Artful Anna Harris drew me in from the very first page and had me hooked throughout. With brilliantly complex characters and a plot that unfolds with unnerving inevitability, Anna’s story is chilling and deeply engaging by turns.”

			Philippa East, author of Little White Lies

			“Twisty, elegant and darkly addictive. I didn’t just read this book—I let it quietly rearrange my assumptions about everyone I know.”

			Joanna Wallace, author of You’d Look Better as a Ghost

			“Beautifully written and suspenseful with sinister Highsmith vibes—this book will get under your skin.”

			Caroline Hulse, author of The Adults

			“Dark, clever and utterly compulsive. Anna Harris is an intriguing character with a mask for every occasion: witty, loving, vulnerable and—when the need arises—ruthless. Full of sly humour and exquisite tension.”

			Guy Morpuss, author of A Trial in Three Acts
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			The dog walker—for it is always a dog walker—is impatient. Tricked by the mellow yellow of the rising sun, he came out without gloves, but the wind is bitingly cold. He tries to retract his hands further up his sleeves; changes his mind and sinks them into the pockets of his jacket. There is no comforting fleece lining, only poo bags and house keys.

			‘Lenny!’ he shouts, knowing his cry can’t compete with the noise of the ocean. The dog is playing in the waves; he won’t come. Not until he’s forced. They walk this spit of land every day and, every day, the dog greets the sea like a never-seen-before miracle.

			Lenny loves to swim. Clever dog, he doesn’t stray out of his depth, choosing instead to go across, as though he understands the geography of the steeply shelving storm beach with its dangerous undercurrents.

			But today, Lenny is not swimming. He is thrashing about in the shallows.

			As the dog walker negotiates the shingle slope, he realises Lenny’s loud bark is one of urgency, not joy. The dog walker speeds up, his stinging fingers forgotten. What has Lenny found this time?

			Focus is slow to come thanks to dancing reflections on moving water. A dark shape. Large. A seal, perhaps. This makes him break into a run, boots slipping on pebbles. He is already thinking who he can call; if the creature is alive, he’ll need help to coax it into the deeper water.

			His acceleration is short-lived.

			The dark mass, clearer with every stride, has no comedy flippers. It has no bulbous body. No whiskery snout.

			Lenny is whining now, tail flapping: dog language for unknown crisis. The dog walker hangs back, reaches for his phone—but when does he ever remember his phone on a dog walk? He looks around. There is a woman who walks a Staffordshire terrier; she is sometimes out early.

			No. There is no one on the beach.

			Only the dog walker. His dog, Lenny. And a very dead body.
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				Come and Praise

			
			Today, I am going to meet Sofia. I don’t know it yet. I don’t even know she exists. As I get ready to leave, I have no inkling that this Sunday morning will not imitate all others, excluding special occasions like Mother’s Day or Easter when the wider family gets involved. (Ben’s family that is.)

			Growing up in South London, religion meant nothing more than a tick in a box. My family always opted for Church of England but the real answer was Not Applicable. I’m not sure we knew anyone who went to actual church, as in a service with wine and wafers, which probably explains why the one by us ended up converted into swanky flats.

			And yet, in this saccharine Somerset village, the church bells are every bit as effective as the one Pavlov rang for his dog. The first peal is a ten-minute warning; you can feel the flurry—gulping the last mouthful of tea, drawing a quick stripe of lipstick, reaching for a wool coat. The hungry-for-spiritual-feeding dash out of their doors and so the promenade begins.

			There are two routes, depending on where you live: clockwise down Main Street and along Church Road or anti-clockwise down Highlands Avenue. I go clockwise, calling for Dee—who will be my mother-in-law if Ben and I ever get married—on the way.

			Today Dee is wearing the Fair Isle scarf I bought for her birthday. The greens and golds look lovely against her camel coat, but when doesn’t she look nice? Her silver-grey hair is cut in a long bob and she is never seen without a pair of shiny earrings and a made-up face.

			‘Hello, Anna. How are you this morning?’ She smiles, touches my cheek.

			‘I’m good, thanks, Dee. Although I’m looking forward to the first Sunday we can dispense with the layers.’

			Spring feels slow to show itself this year. I am hidden in my puffer coat, hair in a ponytail, face the one I woke up in. I don’t have anything against the idea of improving my appearance but have somehow raced through my twenties without acquiring either the tools or the inclination.

			‘There’s definitely hope,’ she says. ‘My hostas are poking out of the soil.’

			‘Glad to hear it,’ I say, unsure what a hosta is.

			The two of us fall in step. Mrs Chalmers is ahead. Sally Wood is behind, but will soon catch us up. On the last stretch we will come across the Saville family. Mr Fellows is invariably last to arrive. If you catch sight of him on the way, you’re late.

			Dee and I stand on the gravel path and wait our turn to enter the fan-vaulted porch of St Michael’s, where we will be greeted by Hannah from the B&B because it is the last Sunday of the month: her week to open up and mine to close.

			Hymnal and service book in hand, we head for our usual pew: close enough to see and hear but not in any way entitled. I breathe in the familiar citrus and spice and let my body fold to fit the shallow pew, designed when people were smaller in all dimensions. Dee drops her head and shuts her eyes. She says a little prayer, lips barely moving. I wonder, every time I wonder, what she prays so earnestly for.

			I don’t have faith. I find it hard to understand how anyone believes, but perhaps it’s not as simple as that. I have faith in the goodness of people (and evidence of the badness of others) and can see being Christian in the adjective sense makes for a cordial society. No one can really buy into the idea an ethereal being is listening to the names the congregation proffers up for prayers every week, although there is probably something cathartic in hearing the pleas voiced out loud. I find the fascination with forgiveness particularly problematic: being wronged does not foster feelings of grace and mercy, quite the opposite in fact. And, just to be clear, the meek do not inherit the earth.

			Anyway, at worst, church is harmless, and at best, community.

			Despite the open invitation from Dee, only when her breathing became a problem did I start escorting her to the morning service. Ben has soccer so he can’t go. Ben’s sister, Milly, who also lives in the village, has the twins so she can’t go (although she does pick Dee up afterwards and give her lunch) and the rest of the clan didn’t offer. I wasn’t exactly thrilled by my new responsibility but, to my surprise, I have grown to like it. There is a peculiar freedom in having no choice; in spending an hour being told when to sit and stand, when to sing, when to bow your head, while all the time your thoughts polka about. I save things to think about on Sunday mornings—the wild variations in sentencing for similar crimes, why biscuits are round when square is surely more space-efficient, whether lost dogs find their way home using smell, sight or an internal compass—and never run out of topics.

			Dee has finished her silent communion and is now rifling through the tissue-thin pages of Common Praise to see which hymns the numbers on the board refer to. My hand strays to touch my belly, palm flattened against the zip of my jeans, thumb resting in the dip of my navel. I wish for the soft swell of flesh to harden, to stretch tight over my full abdomen, to declare itself. It is the end of March and the baby is due at Halloween. The previous one would have been a Christmas baby. Loath to dwell on what feels like a lottery, I direct my attention to the divisions caused by the proposal to extend the graveyard; ‘the practice of burials is outdated and unsustainable’, I have been told, but I also know the vicar has his eye on a plot.

			All too soon the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God declare the service over. Those words are as robust a stimulus as the church bells, catapulting me back into the room. I watch the choir—an eclectic line of people homogenised by red gowns and white collars—pass by, before standing up to follow.

			Thanks to Meryl (chief churchwarden and doesn’t she know it) the transition from place of worship to coffee shop is slick. The urn is miraculously hot; the cloth is crowded with crockery; a selection of cakes appear—all before the congregation has had a chance to weave down the aisle to the rear of the church.

			Like the host at a party, I skate over conversations—yes, it was a lovely sermon; actually, I think it’s carrot cake; I know, not long until Easter—in between servicing people’s needs. I pass Dee a cup of black coffee before taking a second milky one to Old Mary together with a generous slice of fruitcake. She has mobility issues, so the world comes to her.

			The unwritten rule is that forty-five minutes socialising is ample. Any longer might imply church exists to feed the gossip and not the soul. When Old Mary and Hannah from the B&B leave, I begin clearing up. Being helpful has proved a very straightforward way to ingratiate myself. Dee regularly refers to me as a ‘treasure’. The other day she said she can’t understand how they coped without me. It was a compliment, but felt prophetic. Growing old in the village, stepping into the shoes of my much-respected mother-in-law, Ben hanging up his soccer cleats but keeping his hand in by managing the fixture list, our children starting at the village school, moving to secondary.

			A future I’m not aware of choosing.

			By noon, I’m quite alone with only the pews left to tidy. I’m nudging the kneelers into parallel when the heavy wooden door makes its quiet squeal followed by a creak. I look across to see who has forgotten what.

			A woman is standing quite still, framed by the arch. She looks ridiculously dramatic—not dressed, as much as curated. A riot of red corduroy dungarees over a traditional Aran sweater, a short bottle-green velvet cape slung around her shoulders and fingerless turquoise gloves, the whole affair topped by a tremendous pile of dark hair, the knots and twists streaked with ash blonde. Her chandelier earrings almost reach her shoulders.

			‘Hello,’ I say, walking towards her.

			‘Heavens, it’s so pretty.’ Her beautifully clear voice, ice-cold water freed from a deep spring, travels to all four corners. ‘I’m just going to breathe it in.’

			She raises her eyes. It’s hard not to expect a lightning bolt. A stranger in the church is a rare enough event without that stranger being so remarkable.

			‘I’m afraid you’re too late for the service.’

			‘It was intentional. I watched everyone leave but didn’t expect a straggler.’ She beams at me. ‘I hope it’s okay to come in.’

			‘Of course. The church belongs to everyone.’

			‘Even atheists?’ Her conspiratorial whisper makes me smile.

			‘I believe so, although my responsibility doesn’t extend beyond putting away the china.’

			She holds out her hand. ‘I’m Sofia, by the way. Relative newcomer.’

			‘Anna.’ I shake her hand. ‘Do you live in the village? I don’t think I’ve seen you.’

			‘I’m renting Keeper’s Cottage.’

			‘Ah, yes.’ I knew someone had moved in—a student I thought, but Sofia looks about thirty. ‘The family are undecided, aren’t they, about whether to sell?’

			She giggles. ‘I love that you know that. I didn’t imagine villages like this actually existed, where everyone knows everything—except in a book, of course.’

			When I moved here, I remember having exactly the same thought. I consider saying so but it might lead to questions I don’t feel like answering. Questions about why, one rainy day, I traded all that London had to offer for a miniature life in the country. In the village, there are people who have never ventured to the Big Smoke; people who think going into Bristol—heaven forbid, the traffic!—is best avoided unless in dire need of a service only a metropolis can provide. I have seamlessly slotted into this little haven, but only because I altered myself to fit.

			‘How old is the church?’ she asks.

			It is ludicrous that I know the answer. The old me was only a reliable source of where to buy some weed on a Tuesday afternoon. ‘It was entirely rebuilt, save the font, in 1450 …’

			Our conversation sets sail, Sofia interjecting as I regurgitate the audio tour I have heard Meryl give many times.

			‘I love a church,’ she says, when our stroll ends back at the door, ‘although I have to squash the compulsion to behave badly. Steal something, or scratch my name somewhere.’

			‘I did that once.’ I don’t know why I am about to share this memory. I am a private person: that is how the locals would describe me. ‘They’d laid new concrete at the park and like idiots, my friend Pippa and I wrote our initials with a stick.’

			‘Were you caught?’

			‘Of course. Within half an hour.’

			The echo of her loud laugh is incongruous in this place of hushed voices. Similar to a library, the building tends to impose a muffle. I am tempted to expand, list the many misdemeanours of Anna Harris and Pippa Williams in the hope of hearing her unchecked pleasure ring out once more. But I resist.

			As I turn the lights off—a habit not a hint—she says, ‘Sorry, I hope I haven’t kept you,’ and reaches for the huge round handle.

			I want to show her that I am friendly, that this has been a nice interlude, but I am out of practice. Being an adjunct to Ben’s dynasty means I am accepted wherever I go without making any actual effort. There is no need for personal details, or indeed personality, because I am vouched for. I am, in all but name, a Slater now. The halo that shines bright over their pack encompasses me too. Misplaced in my case, but there nonetheless.

			Dee, with no hesitation, would invite Sofia for lunch—she would have a handy quiche in the fridge and half a cake in the tin. I have neither, but am toying with asking her to try out next week’s service—hoping she won’t think it’s a ploy to convert her—when she takes the initiative.

			‘I don’t suppose…do you want to come over for a cup of coffee?’ she asks. ‘I haven’t got any milk, but—’

			‘Yes,’ I say, snatching the invitation out of her mouth. ‘Coffee would be great.’

			‘Excellent. You can be my first visitor.’
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				Dish Dash

			
			From the outside Keeper’s Cottage could be made of cake: a thatch of spun sugar sitting on wonky royal icing walls with a marzipan door, but walking straight into the front room the promise disappears. The ceilings are low, the windows tiny, the soft furnishings surely plump with mites. Sofia leads me through to the kitchen where black flies line the strip light and grease lines everything else.

			‘It’s gross, isn’t it?’ she says. ‘But I’m told it’ll be gutted when I leave so I am going for a complete whitewash. Have you met the daughter?’

			‘Yes.’ Sofia is waiting for embellishment. I choose: ‘She’s efficient.’

			‘I like you already. She’s monstrous. No sign of a heartbeat. Sign here. Twelve months. We won’t be extending. My brother needs time to process our father’s death. Dish dash.’ Sofia uses pursed lips to make the staccato delivery. ‘No parties. Obviously. The cottage is too small. Dish dash. I won’t tolerate any complaints. Don’t burn it down. It’s thatch.’

			‘Why did you take it?’

			Sofia throws open the top of the stable door and light streams in, showcasing every smear and scuff. ‘Because of the garden, of course.’ She slips off her cape and hangs it on the door handle. ‘Don’t disappoint me. Can’t you see the potential?’

			The garden is knee-high weeds backed by what might be fruit trees; in the corner is a dilapidated shed. ‘It’s disappointment from me, sorry. I’d get a man in.’

			‘Honestly, no romance and a helping of everyday sexism. I’m going to make a clearing—a circle, I thought—and leave the rest of the garden to live its life around me. I’ve already chucked those miracle wildflower seeds that come in clever little coats full of everything they need to flourish. It’ll be bee heaven.’

			‘If you want any help, my boyfriend’s mum—four doors down—is a garden whizz.’

			‘Which direction and what’s her name?’

			‘Dee.’ I point. ‘Royal-blue door and neat pots.’

			‘Excellent. I’ll say you sent me.’ She picks up the kettle and turns the tap; there’s a throaty gurgle followed by much spurting. ‘Do you think there’s a toad trapped?’

			‘Unlikely.’

			The ritual of coffee making begins. I take off my puffer coat, drape it over the back of the chair closest to me and sit. In our short journey from the church, I have established that Sofia, like me, grew up in London but, unlike me, is excited by ‘the countryside’s rich and varied tapestry’. She is raving about the importance of pollinators, when the gnawing starts. There’s nothing, and then something. A dragging, gravity drawing on what should be held tight. I know this feeling. My attention disappears inwards, staring deep into my abdomen to interrogate the sensation. It isn’t pain, not yet. More of a firm stretch, a yawn, a steady tug.

			‘Anna?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Where did you go?’

			The only answer comes from my flat, forever fucking flat, stomach. The grip seems more determined, but I am an unreliable narrator. Hypervigilant. Alert to any danger. Maybe this is indigestion, or bloating. This baby cannot follow its unborn sibling. I cannot bear to see Ben’s face. Dee’s face. Milly’s face. I don’t want to hear what they say: Ben picked a dud; Milly had no problems making babies.

			Stop it, Anna.

			Sofia places her hand on top of mine. I look up at her face—lovely dark eyes, quite a narrow nose, dainty lips—but no words come. Her expression is wide open, ready for whatever it is I am about to tell her. And I am going to tell her. When I can.

			Without losing contact with my skin, she sits down and crosses one leg over the other. Her dungarees ride up to reveal her sock, dark green with two grey stripes at the top.

			I focus on the sock as I say, ‘I think I’m going to have another miscarriage.’

			‘How many have you had?’

			‘Just the one.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Gripey feeling.’

			‘How many weeks are you?’

			‘Nine.’

			She audibly puffs. ‘I won’t insult you by reeling off easy platitudes.’ Her hand picks up mine.

			‘Thank you.’ And I am thankful: thankful she hasn’t told me to think positively. Or insisted the next one will hold, be twins even; or embarked on an anecdote of a woman who had a hundred failures before giving birth to an Olympic bobsleigh champion; that she isn’t recommending pomegranate shakes or beetroot juice.

			‘My sister, Tamsin, had an ectopic pregnancy,’ she says. ‘That was pretty shit. She lost a fallopian tube.’

			‘Does she have children now?’

			‘No. But they have a really beautiful Airedale terrier.’

			How can I be laughing? She joins in and, between spates, tells me tales of Hippo-the-Airedale who has a waxed Barbour coat and a wigwam and weekly cranial osteopathy to curb an irrational dislike of Dalmatians. I don’t believe her, obviously.

			The situation should be awkward but this stranger has taken my woe in her stride. I want to go to the toilet and check the progress but I also don’t want to. If I wait, the grumbling might settle down.

			‘Are there any more of you?’ I ask her.

			‘I’m the youngest of three. And living up to the stereotype.’

			‘Spoilt?’

			‘That’s a trifle harsh. I prefer leaning more towards rebellion than responsibility.’ I stutter inside—the younger me could have worn that description, but the current me is the polar opposite. ‘What about you? Hang on, I’ll guess. Oldest of two?’

			‘Bingo. One brother, eleven months between us. Wayward.’ Keen to avoid any talk of Simon, I point at the pile of non-fiction books and papers on the round wooden table. ‘Are you a student?’

			‘I’m doing a PhD at Bath—I’m interested in pain.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘It’s a classic reaction to seeing my mum suffer but at least I realise that. She has fibromyalgia.’

			‘Sorry to hear that.’

			‘Thanks.’ She sighs. ‘I’m actually taking time out, doing some shadowing at a pain clinic. I need to regroup.’

			‘That all sounds very responsible to me.’

			‘Don’t be fooled. Education is the classic shirk. Learn don’t do. What about you?’

			The coffee has arrived in two incongruously beautiful mugs, clearly Sofia’s own.

			‘I’m a teaching assistant at the school.’

			‘Wow. Rather you than me.’

			‘It’s okay. I work with nice people.’

			‘What about the loathsome children? And don’t tell me there aren’t any.’

			As wanting to throttle children is unacceptable, I say, ‘I find a way to like them.’

			‘Come on, there must be some you despise?’

			Despise isn’t in my lexicon, too melodious. I would use hate, shorter and harder. Word choice is an endlessly fertile topic. Fertile, that’s ironic.

			I shake my head, take a sip of the weighty black coffee. Wonder at how ordinary this is, and how extraordinary. This filthy kitchen, which used to belong to a grumpy man who died of a heart attack aged seventy-four and temporarily belongs to Sofia, is an odd place to begin the process of losing—an example of the wrong word, let’s try expelling—expelling Ben’s lookalike. Funny that I think of it as a mini-Slater already. As though their dominant genes would negate all my influence. Soon I will have to go home and tell him. My shoulders slump at the thought. The disappointment will burn across his face before he has a chance to fix his expression into something more stoical.

			Sofia seems to sense I am back on the topic of the hour. ‘How long have you been trying?’

			‘A year and a bit. I can get pregnant but they don’t seem to want to stay.’

			‘I have a similar problem with men.’

			‘That can’t be true.’ I choose to believe she is attempting levity and not wildly insensitive. ‘You’re so…’ I want to say arresting or vivid but am too embarrassed.

			‘Opinionated, intolerant, childish, impatient, irreverent—’

			‘Easy to talk to.’

			‘It’s not the greatest compliment I’ve ever had. You make me sound like elevator music.’ She screws up her nose. ‘I’m not being absolutely truthful. I was married for about five seconds.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Really. Although it was five months, not five seconds.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘Nothing. We were eighteen—I’m not sure it wasn’t a dare. I did all the legals to become Sofia Hemingway but the rhythm sounded strange so I reverted to Carstairs. What about your partner…?’

			‘Ben.’

			‘Ben. Will he be distraught?’

			I nod. ‘As will his mum and his sister and his brother and Uncle Eric and—’

			‘Ah! You’ve married a clan.’

			‘Not quite married. Attached.’

			‘We’re a clan. The Carstairs swallow people whole. Dad becomes everyone’s best friend on impact and Mum plies them with drink and salty pretzels and my sister makes them personalised cards and my brother takes them racing. The attack comes from all sides and there is no defence.’

			Families are my thing. I already want my personalised card and a day at the races, regardless of whether that’s horse, dog or pigeon. Maybe, like Sofia, it’s a classic reaction to a childhood of dysfunction. Ben’s tight-knit flock was definitely a part of his allure. They welcomed me in and closed around me. Safe. Warm. Reliable. Steady. Other words pop into my head without invitation. Predictable. Sensible. Dull.

			‘They sound nice,’ I say. ‘Good people to be swallowed by.’

			She huffs. ‘You’re a lost cause. Clearly, it’s better not to be swallowed at all.’

			Her manner, or more specifically the teasing, is engaging. We have somehow bypassed the canapés and are chewing the medium-rare steak. I wonder whether she is like this with everyone. And that thought is tailgated by the idea that I am being swallowed. That Sofia, like her family, has a talent for relationships.

			‘I enjoy being part of a big family.’ I am determinedly upbeat. ‘There’s always something happening.’

			That sentence temporarily stalls us both. My baby is what is happening. With perfect synergy a cloud shifts to block the light, robbing the kitchen of its only merit.

			‘I’d better go,’ I say, draining my mug.

			I’d like to stay. Hover in this liminal place where neither of us belongs. Put off the inevitable. But Ben will be home soon. We are meant to be going to the garden centre to invest in comfortable garden furniture. I don’t mind the knackered wooden bench we already have. If I place a cushion at one end and lie down, the backs of my knees can rest on the other arm, leaving my lower limbs to hang in a completely pleasing way. Ben fancies rattan with overstuffed cushions.
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				Vodka Bucks

			
			Ben is out—someone’s birthday at work—and I should be at Dee’s because the entity that is family deems it not good for me to be alone given the circumstances. The circumstances being that I am no longer pregnant.

			But I have texted Dee to say that I am going to have a bath and an early night. This is a lie. The truth is that Sofia is coming round, but she is still my secret: one I want to keep. Soon enough she will debut at a village event and be shared among us. Until then, she is mine.

			She arrives with two handfuls of dark purple tulips, vodka, ginger beer and a bag of limes. I usually drink wine or beer, the occasional gin and tonic. Nice, middle-class choices. The vodka is perfect. She gets to work, making the kitchen her own. I watch her reject our utility tumblers and choose the latte glasses instead; watch her fingers grip the lime and squeeze, talking all the time.

			‘I adore the recycling centre. Hurling stuff and hearing it smash unleashes that destructive force adulthood tries its hardest to dampen. Ultra-cathartic.’

			‘What have you got rid of?’

			‘Everything that wasn’t nailed down. I went three times yesterday. I’m washing the walls with sugar soap next—that’s what the woman in the hardware shop recommended.’ She raises her glass high and I do the same. ‘Onwards.’

			The few people who know have tiptoed around me, wincing as they speak. Sofia, who’d caught me putting out the recycling earlier, had aimed straight for the bull’s eye. ‘Is it over?’

			A nod reciprocated by a shrug and she had segued into telling me about the sticky mulch she’d found down the side of the oven that so resembled mango chutney she was tempted to taste it. And now she’s here and we are drinking on a weeknight. Not that it matters because it is still the Easter holidays.

			‘What will you do when you’ve got your PhD?’ I ask, as though having a PhD is something I understand.

			‘No idea. The point of a PhD is to delay the grind of real work.’

			‘Have you ever had a job?’

			‘Of course. Many, but don’t ask me to list them. My most interesting was doing art therapy at the Maudsley Hospital.’

			Sofia grabs the pad from the kitchen counter and creates what she calls ‘a happy drawing’ with a sun and a smiley face. She turns the page and starts again, a jagged scrawl, pressing so hard the paper tears. ‘See. The pencil never lies, Anna.’

			‘Don’t sad people ever draw fields of flowers?’

			‘You heretic. How dare you question the established doctrine?’

			The first glass of what is evidently a Vodka Buck slips down. As does the second. I decide a hangover is a price worth paying.

			‘Do you wear anything but navy?’ Sofia asks, her disapproval accentuated by the deep crease in her forehead.

			‘I honestly don’t know how my uniform became this,’ I say, looking down at the V-necked navy sweater, navy T-shirt and dark jeans that have replaced distressed denim and crop tops.

			Tonight, Sofia’s hair is loose, draped over her shoulders like a badger-fur stole. She is wearing a large man’s shirt with a bold orange stripe, slung over a white vest; her baggy jeans are rolled up and, without me noticing, she has taken off her Doc Martens. Her brown and green tartan socks with their cheeky red thread mock my black ones.

			‘Clothes make me cheerful. If I hate the world—which is most days—all I have to do is stare at my wardrobe and some combination leaps out at me and suddenly I’m sprayed in sunshine.’ Sofia takes a swig and wipes her mouth afterwards. ‘It might also be called vanity.’

			‘I’m not sure I like clothes.’

			‘That’s ridiculous. You’re ridiculous. And gorgeous, despite trying not to be—you could wear anything and yet you choose plain, plain, plain.’ She has her palms out, imploring me to agree. ‘Is it all a front for a secret life?’

			Dee would say the inside is what matters, but I know that my invisibility is as deliberate as Sofia’s flamboyance.

			‘Maybe I don’t want to stand out. Someone has to be in the background.’

			‘Is that really what you think? That some people are born solely to provide a backdrop?’

			If my argument had any conviction, I would have a countermove. ‘I’m not playing,’ I say, ‘because you will win.’

			She sighs. ‘I don’t want to win. I want Anna…what’s your surname?’

			‘Harris.’

			‘I want the affable Anna Harris to drop her reserve.’

			‘I’m not reserved, I’m just not you.’

			She takes a few of the prawn-flavoured crisps that Ben buys for his lunch when he’s going into the office. Like a kid going on a school trip, he packs a sandwich, crisps, an apple, a granola bar and a sugary drink. Never will a roasted vegetable wrap grace his Tupperware.

			Mouth full, she says, ‘I know, let’s swap.’

			‘Swap what?’

			‘Well, we can’t swap partners. Clothes, you idiot.’ She has already pulled her shirt over her head. Under her vest I can see lacy fuchsia straps that clearly attach to some delicious underwear. Without her capacious coverall she is slight, proud collarbones, pert boobs with only a hint of cleavage, a tiny waist. ‘Come on.’

			Because I’m afraid Sofia might do it for me, I wriggle my arms out of the sleeves to offer her my jumper and, in turn, accept her shirt. It is warm and smells of salt and peach and English rain. I lose myself in its expanse. When my head emerges from the neck, she has tied her hair back using the string bag from the limes as a fastener and is, in my plain navy jumper, fundamentally altered.

			Sofia is grinning widely at me but all I see is my best friend Pippa Williams, aged anywhere between ten and sixteen. She is goading me to climb onto the roof, steal the chewing gum, ask the boys in the year above for a cigarette, dye my hair pink, eat a doughnut from the inside out. I don’t have a friend like Pippa anymore, one who pushes you to places you’re not sure you want to go, one who makes your pulse race and your laugh urgent. She has been replaced by women who care about refugees and planning applications and who universally despise SATs; and by Ben, who asks nothing of me except to bear his child. I have missed this feeling. The thrill of being attracted, wanting to entertain, the sense that this connection is special: a purer hedonism, unsullied by the shadow of sex.

			Sofia’s hand reaches across, freeing my hair from its scrunchy before grabbing my elbow to drag me to standing; she takes a selfie of us, heads tight together. In the photo, my skin is flushed, thanks to the vodka, and my sometimes-stern face is softened by the sweep of dark hair falling across my forehead. By contrast, Sofia has lessened; with her mane of hair tamed she is more waiflike and drained of colour. I am surprised that we are the same height. Her undeniable presence had made her larger in every way.

			When Sofia is gone, when I can’t see her ever again, I will wear out the image of our happy faces; the lights and shades, humps and hollows, engraved on my memory.

			

			*

			Later, my voice thick with alcohol, I find I am talking about Ben, about his certainty that we will manage to make a full-term baby, about how supportive he is. She makes no comment.

			Conscious it has become a monologue, I dry up.

			‘Tell me something you don’t like about him,’ she says.

			‘Why?’

			‘To make him real.’

			I flick through a list of trivial dislikes: his slipper boots, his obsessional interest in house prices, screaming at sport on the TV, none of which satisfy Sofia.

			‘I don’t like the way you sound so grateful. As though you bring nothing.’

			My mum could be a mean drinker. The high spirits would be followed by a visible need to peck at me, her head bobbing forwards to moan about how untidy I was, what a picky eater, too lazy, too thin. I become wary.

			‘He’s a nice person.’

			‘Apple pie is nice. Wouldn’t you prefer…’ she thrusts her chin skywards, arms outspread, ‘…stallionesque?’

			‘Stallionesque is a made-up—’

			The key in the door makes me jump. Time has travelled fast. In my head I’d imagined Sofia would leave after a couple of hours and I could clear away the evidence and omit to mention her visit.

			‘Hi,’ Ben calls. I hear him kick off his shoes before he walks in wearing the aforementioned camel slipper boots. His double take is understandable. Sofia is sitting on my stool, in my clothes. I am in Ben’s place, wearing strange clothes. ‘This looks like fun.’ He holds out his hand. ‘I’m Ben.’

			‘Sofia.’

			I observe the efficient way they become acquainted—two practised people.

			The younger Ben, the one who first chatted me up, had shorter hair, a grim soccer shirt and a skinful of beer; but he also had deep pockets and I’d been sacked from the pub and had no immediate plans apart from sinking my head into as much alcohol as I could get for free. I’ve asked him, many times, what possessed him to pursue me—a mouthy drunk, propped up by the bar in The Mayflower, rough as fuck and going nowhere. He insists it was when I said he was simply a means to an end. Undone by my brutal honesty. (I was less honest about the existence of my boyfriend, Smiffy.) Ben was twenty-seven, visiting a friend from uni. He dumped the friend and came back to mine, both of us utterly wasted. A chance encounter. Call it fate. Call it convenience.

			‘What do you think, Anna?’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Sofia wants to remodel her garden.’ He looks at me, my blue-eyed Ben. ‘I’ve said I’ll introduce her to Dave.’

			‘Yes. Good idea.’

			The tendrils of the village have begun their creep. Dave will do your lawn. Jack from the estate will fell your trees. Hannah from the B&B will give you a room. Stella Jefferies will make a superb cake for a special birthday. Alan has drain rods in case you get a blockage. Ariadne is a vet; take your dog, budgie, guinea pig. Jenny can hem trousers but best not trust her with anything complicated. Fenella does the food for every wake in the community centre but likes the money upfront. If you’ve got any other problem, the village will either come up trumps or rain down on you, depending on who you are. We are Slaters. We make the sodding rain.
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				Playing Dead

			
			Ben’s hand is stroking my left thigh, his mouth is in my hair. On another night I might press back against him. Or I might tell him I’m tired and, as compensation, turn to peck his cheek. But tonight, I am pretending my nerve endings don’t work. Breathing steadily is an effort when your legs are clamped shut and your mind is screaming, but I persevere.

			When he gets no response, he will give up. Ben is nice. (Must stop staying that.) He is testing the water. The water is still icy.

			We both heard the doctor. Leave it a couple of weeks, she’d said, for the risk of infection to pass. We are well past the deadline and I am physically and mentally ready to resume our sex life, but I am definitely not ready to make embryo number three.

			The hand begins to creep, slow and stealthy. In my head his fingers become something other: a predatory snake, a slick of oil suffocating the seabirds. They come to rest, lightly cupping my buttock. I concentrate on remaining immobile, hoping his hiatus is a sign he has correctly read the temperature.

			Ben usually falls asleep quickly, purrs rather than snores. I listen, keenly, waiting for the rhythm of his breath to change. The rise and fall of my own chest is, I think, convincing, but inside the pressure is building. My whole body is primed, eager to stretch, roll onto my other hip, wrest free of his touch. Soon I will have to take a discordant lungful of air, the urge to shift will be too great to ignore, the compulsion to grab his hand and push it away will win.

			‘Anna.’

			I don’t immediately answer, weighing up whether any part of him believes I am asleep. But this is Ben, I remind myself. The Ben I love.

			I try a dozy reply. ‘What?’

			‘Can we talk?’

			No.

			‘I’m very tired, Ben.’

			‘Please.’

			We have not talked about the baby. Because we have not talked about the baby we have not talked about sex, or more specifically, contraception. Because we have not talked about contraception, I cannot have sex with Ben. I am not good to go again.

			‘I don’t want to make love, if you don’t.’ I liked his voice from the off. Low, slow, but also light, curious. I replay the syllables in my head.

			‘Is it too soon?’

			‘It’s going to take a little while,’ I say. ‘Making love is too tied up with everything else.’

			He kisses the back of my head. ‘I get it. I’m sorry, I don’t know how to be with you. We haven’t really spoken about it, have we?’

			‘We will.’ Only now do I turn to kiss him.

			‘You know…we both lost the baby.’ He takes a quick, desperate snatch of air. I touch his face, feel the slight stubble. I cannot tell him. I cannot tell him that I’m not sure anymore, that the heartbreak has been replaced by another, less acceptable feeling, which might be relief. Relief at failing at this early stage rather than failing later on, as I undoubtedly would. Ben has no qualms about fatherhood because his upbringing gave him a blueprint, whereas I only have a fuck-up of a mother to emulate.

			He rolls away from me and I spoon him. And his sleep comes. But I remain awake, surfing the waves that picked me up and deposited me here.

			I am twenty-two again, lodging in an attic room. It is the morning after the night I first met Ben and he is in my bed. The sober sex is better, deft and deliberate, and he talks, which adds a certain something. I’d like to remember what his lips whisper into the back of my neck, but the words vanish like the bubbles in a glass of lemonade. We go out for breakfast and, in daylight, I realise how attractive he is. Like a pedigree dog that has been fed a nutritious diet and regularly exercised, Ben radiates wellbeing. It occurs to me that he might be what happy looks like. After he leaves, promising to return on Friday from wherever it is he lives, I go to meet my boyfriend, Smiffy, in the pub. By comparison he has become a mongrel. What I had found edgy—his dark hair and pale skin, his skinny body, ever encased in faded denim—now looks like neglect. We have an afternoon shag—always best to make sure—before I break up with him.

			For the third Friday running Ben comes to see me in London. I meet him at Paddington Station and we have sex in a deserted pub garden and go on to a club. We party hard every weekend; on Sunday nights he goes back to his other life.

			Six months later I go to Ben’s village for the weekend. I am treated like visiting royalty, following a tight itinerary that takes in his siblings and their kids and, on Sunday, lunch at his parents’. I wear a borrowed dress that Ben peels off as soon as we’ve left to check the real Anna is still underneath.

			I am twenty-three, eating dinner at Dee and Richard’s. We don’t know Richard will have a heart attack the next week, dead in his sixties, or that Ben will find him, face down in the garden. Drowning in grief, Ben begs to meet my family but my mum hooks up with a bloke who works on the oil rigs and after forty years in Southwark, Helen Harris fucks off to Glasgow and I don’t see her again for two years. My brother is already dead and none of my extended family would measure up, so I am saved.

			I am twenty-four and Ben rarely comes to London. Instead, I get the train to Bath and he picks me up and brings me to the village. We drink in the pub, go to his sister’s or brother’s for dinner, drop round to Dee’s. It is me who, eventually, helps her empty Richard’s wardrobe, his briefcase, his wash bag. I am the chosen one, and I like it.

			It is Christmas and London holds no sparkle for me. My housemates have, like most normal people, gone to see their families. My mum is, I assume, in Glasgow, not that we’ve spoken in a while. The Slaters are all going to Milly’s and I’m invited. It’s astonishingly civilised—no one pukes, no one falls out over the contents of a cracker, no one reignites a smouldering family fire: the one about buying an enormous TV that had no sound from a man in a pub; the one about Mum reporting the neighbours to the RSPCA because their mongrel kept waking her up; the one about me going missing. (They knew where I was—just didn’t come to get me.)

			I stay at Ben’s for a week and see, at first hand, there is a way out. An escape from the messes I’ve made, the damage I’ve caused, the person I’ve been.

			

			*

			Ben nudges me. I’m leaden with sleep. Don’t want to wake. Scramble to keep the happy feeling, dancing in a pink minidress.

			‘Anna.’

			I think I murmur.

			‘Anna.’

			‘Yes?’ My lids are sandbags. Definitely can’t open them, not even a slit.

			‘I’ve made you tea.’

			My ‘Thank you’ takes a humongous effort.

			He sits and I roll towards the dip slightly. Reality slides into place. It is Friday. Maypole day.

			‘I’ve been trying to say something, Anna.’

			Only now do I actually look at Ben. Really look at him. Not glance, relying on the memory of the face I know, but scrutinise. His eyes seem smaller, or maybe the skin around them has lost some elasticity, his blond hair is darkened by the long winter, there’s the hint of a jowl. He is thirty-two. He is not happy.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Mum came round yesterday. She was hoping to see us together.’

			I was at Sofia’s, hanging a blind in her bedroom but really just hanging out. ‘She’s not ill?’

			‘No. She wants to help.’

			Ah! We are back to baby. ‘She can’t carry one for me, Ben.’

			‘She offered to pay.’ The pause is in an unnatural place; he’s not sure how I’ll react. I don’t help him out. ‘For us to see a fertility specialist.’

			Buying your way out of everything doesn’t sit well with me. There were times growing up when fifty quid would have made the difference between abject misery and euphoria. I can still channel the feeling of watching a girl in the year above buy the Adidas Gazelles I coveted so much I repeatedly hid
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