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Chapter One

The Weed They Weren’t Where They Usually Were
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The mediation overran by twelve minutes, which was less than Harriet had feared and more than it should have done, and she came out onto Gresham Street at a quarter past four with the particular small exhaustion that meant the thing had settled. Two partners of a firm of commercial solicitors — men who had been at each other’s throats since July over a clause neither of them had drafted — had agreed, in the last ninety seconds before the hour ended, that the simplest path out was to accept a form of words Harriet had put on the table at eleven in the morning. They had needed five and a half hours to arrive at her sentence. She had known they would. The trick of the job, on days like this, was not to let them see that you knew.

She stopped on the pavement to let a courier on a heavy bicycle swing past with his trailer full of boxes and then crossed against the light because Gresham Street on a weekday afternoon did not reward patience. The October air was cool; there had been a brief hard rain at lunchtime and the pavements still held a wet shine that made the bus headlamps brighter than they needed to be. She pulled her coat together and turned left at the little dogleg by Ironmonger Lane.

Her office was twenty minutes’ walk, give or take, if she cut across Cheapside and down through St Paul’s churchyard and along Ludgate Hill. She almost never took the Tube on these sorts of afternoons. One of the reasons she had kept the mediating practice rather than going back to the Bar was that the walks between rooms were a sort of palate cleanser. You could leave a mediation at four-fifteen and by the time you reached your own chair you had stopped being, in your head, the woman who had said I think what each of you is trying to say. That woman was not ideal company for long.

She was thinking about the clause and its three verbs when she realized she had, without intending to, turned off Cheapside at Bow Lane. This happened to her often. Her feet preferred the narrow ways, the half-lanes that ran between buildings without troubling to announce themselves, the little dogleg streets where the City — the actual City, the square mile inside the old Roman wall, the one people from outside London had stopped distinguishing from the rest of it fifty years ago — showed its real shape underneath the wide nineteenth-century arteries that had been slapped over it. She was between Cheapside and Cannon Street now, which meant she was inside Walbrook ward, which had been named for the river that used to run through it and was still down there somewhere under the pavement, buried for nine hundred years and now carrying nothing but rain. Bow Lane brought her out at Watling Street — a Roman road, though you would not know it to look at it unless you knew it — and Watling Street brought her, because she was thinking about the clause, and because the clause had three verbs, to the coffee place she stopped at when she was tired.

It was called Vivia’s, which Harriet had always assumed to be the owner’s name and which turned out, on inquiry, to be a contraction of Via Vicinalis, a joke the Roman-road-obsessed founder had made in 2007 and never explained. The founder was long gone. The name had survived him. The coffee was adequate and the ginger biscuits were reliably good, and the woman behind the counter — Ellie, early twenties, a musician who worked Monday through Thursday — was the kind of barista who let you stand silent and be tired if that was what you needed.

“Flat white,” Harriet said.

“On it,” said Ellie, without looking up. Then, looking up: “No biscuit today?”

“Go on then.”

Ellie reached for the glass case and paused, which was not like her, and said, “Have you seen Mr P in here lately.”

Harriet considered. Mr P was a man in his seventies who came in on Wednesdays for a flat white no sugar and sat by the window reading a small stack of papers with a pencil. He had white hair, very neat, and a scarf he wore until November whatever the weather. Harriet had probably exchanged twelve words with him in five years, and six of those had been no, please, after you at the door. He was the sort of presence one cataloged without meaning to.

“No,” she said. “I haven’t.”

“Two weeks now,” Ellie said. “I’ve got his card under the till — the cash register. I keep thinking he’s going to walk in.”

“Holiday?”

“Maybe. He doesn’t tell us his business.”

“Do we know his business?”

“He does the crossword in the Financial Times. Not the easy one. The proper one.”

“Ah.”

Ellie bagged the biscuit. “I’m probably being soft. It’s just, you know. You get used to a face.”

“You do,” Harriet said.

She took the coffee out. The sticky note under the till had, she noticed, registered with her in a way that was not quite curiosity. She had cataloged Mr P over the years without meaning to, and the cataloging included a small slot marked Wednesday, and the slot was empty, and Ellie had noticed, and there was something melancholy in the notice, and something also slightly funny about being a woman of a certain age and habits oneself and recognizing that one was exactly the sort of person who would one day be cataloged as a sticky note under a register. The thought cheered her inordinately. She crossed Watling Street and cut south toward St Paul’s.

* * *
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She had, at some point in the last few years, begun to think of St Stephen Walbrook as her bench. It was not her bench. It was a stone bench in the small paved forecourt beside the church — Wren, 1679, directly opposite the Mansion House where the Lord Mayor kept his office and occasionally his dignity — set against the wall, where on a dry afternoon one could sit and eat a sandwich and listen to the extraordinary acoustic thing the ward did on quiet afternoons — the traffic of Queen Victoria Street flattening and thinning as you passed through the churchyard, so that you arrived at the bench feeling as if you had stepped behind a curtain. There were other benches in the ward. This one had become the one she went to.

She had not been planning to sit. She was meant to be walking to her office, and her office was another twenty minutes, and she had a diary to update and three emails to send before six. But the rain had cleared, and the sun had come out in that reflected bounced way the City did in October afternoons, and her coffee was hot, and she sat on the bench without quite deciding to. She took the lid off her flat white. She watched a pigeon try to work out whether the crumb by her foot was still crumb.

The plaque on the wall beside her said what it always said:

THE SAMARITANS were founded here in 1953 by the late Reverend Chad Varah, Rector of this parish. A ministry of listening in distress.

She had read it, she supposed, forty times. She did not read it this time, exactly — she knew what it said in the way one knew the back of one’s own hand — but she registered it. A line for listening. In 1953. Begun in a church in a City ward that was, more than most, full of people who might need listening to and might have no one to tell. There had been a vicar in this building who had decided that the parish’s job, or one of them, was to sit and hear what a stranger had to say. The thought had always made her feel faintly tender toward the building, the way one felt tender toward a shop that had kept going past the point where the rent should have killed it.

She bit the ginger biscuit. It was too wet from the coffee and not wet enough. She brushed the crumbs off her lap and looked at her watch and thought, you should get on.

She got on.

* * *
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The rest of the afternoon resolved itself with the reasonable brevity that some afternoons do. She updated the diary. She sent the three emails. She filed, in the desk drawer she kept for this purpose, the mediation’s settled form of words. She closed the laptop. She stood at the window of the serviced-office floor and looked down at Chancery Lane in the blue October dusk, which came on earlier than you expected every year because every year you forgot, and then she locked up and walked.

Annie lived above the shop.

The shop was on Aldersgate Street, just outside the ward proper, in a stretch of buildings that had been bombed badly in 1941 and rebuilt in a deliberately unimaginative way in 1958. The building in which Annie had her shop was the one exception — a late-Georgian conversion that had, through some combination of luck and obstinacy, survived all the things that had flattened its neighbors. The shop window said ASHDOWN & SONS ANTIQUARIAN PRINTS in faded gold lettering Annie had refused to let anyone repaint. There were no sons. Edward had picked the name in 1974 as a joke about his own father, and Annie had kept it after he died because he had liked it and nobody had ever asked what it meant.

Harriet rang the side bell and went up.

Annie was in her kitchen stirring something that looked promising. She was sixty-six; she had her reading glasses on a cord around her neck; she was wearing one of Edward’s old shirts under a cardigan he would have disapproved of. Harriet had noticed years ago that Annie’s flat, without ever being explicitly about Edward, was about him in every corner — the two green wing chairs had been his, the clock on the mantel had been his grandmother’s, the shelves had been built by Edward himself in the year before he retired from the museum. It was not a shrine. It was the flat a woman kept when she had loved her husband and was getting on with her life, and the husband’s presence was still part of what was meant by getting on.

“You look tired,” Annie said, without turning round.

“Six-hour mediation.”

“Who won.”

“Nobody. That’s the point.”

“Very unsatisfying system.”

“It’s a living.”

“Wine’s open.”

“Bless you.”

Harriet poured two glasses. She sat at the kitchen table, which had been laid for two, and ate a piece of bread from the basket because she had not had lunch. Annie was doing something with fennel. The something-with-fennel had been in Annie’s rotation since Edward was alive, which meant it was twenty-five years old at a minimum, which meant it would be, as it always was, exactly as good as it needed to be.

“How’s the shop,” Harriet said.

“Slow. Someone came in this morning and asked whether we sold maps.”

“We don’t sell maps.”

“I’ve only been telling people that for forty-one years.”

“Did you tell him nicely.”

“I told him politely. Politely is the word I’ve had to learn with these people. Nicely was always beyond me.”

The fennel came to the table. They ate. Annie had the newspaper open beside her plate, folded to an article about a hospital trust she was, for reasons Harriet had never fully understood, taking personally. The radio was on low in the other room — Radio 3, the BBC’s classical station, something quiet and orchestral. Harriet had a second glass of wine and felt the six hours recede like a tide going out. This was, she thought, the thing she had not expected at forty-two — that the best nights she had would be at her aunt’s kitchen table eating fennel and half-listening to an orchestra while her aunt took a trust to task in absentia.

It was only after they had cleared and were back at the table with coffee that Annie said, in the slightly different voice she used for slightly different things, “I meant to tell you. I saw Martin on Sunday.”

“How is he.”

“Worried about a friend.”

“Which one.”

“An older man. One of the — one of his lot. The Wednesday thing.”

Harriet had known about the Wednesday thing for years in the general way one knew about a thing one had been told once and not asked about. Martin met some men on Wednesdays. It was a group of some sort. Annie was sparing when she talked about it, and Harriet had, over the years, come to understand that Annie was sparing because Annie had been asked to be, and had not enquired further. She drank her coffee.

“What’s happened?”

“The friend hasn’t been. Two Wednesdays running. Which apparently isn’t the sort of thing he does.”

“Has he tried ringing him.”

“I gather they’ve tried the usual things. He’s not been at his flat. Sister in Norfolk hasn’t heard from him.”

“That is unusual.”

“Martin thinks so.”

“Has he done something like this before.”

“Not that Martin knows.” Annie set her cup down. “He didn’t tell me much more. I don’t press him on that side of things. He was just — not himself, on Sunday. I saw him at Waitrose — the supermarket round the corner from him — and he was standing by the cheese looking at nothing in particular for rather a long time. I bought him a coffee in the café and he said about four sentences and I came home.”

“Mm.”

“I don’t know why I’m telling you. I think it was because he was quieter than I liked.”

Harriet turned the cup on its saucer a quarter turn. She had the trained lawyer’s impulse to ask three more questions and stopped herself. This was her aunt-by-marriage at her own kitchen table after the fennel, and Annie had told her a thing in the way Annie told her things, which was to leave the thing sitting in the middle of the table without asking Harriet to do anything with it.

“He’ll turn up,” Harriet said, meaning Martin’s friend, and not believing it and not disbelieving it either, because she had no basis to believe or disbelieve.

“Very likely,” Annie said.

They spoke of other things. The hospital trust. A book Annie was halfway through. A plant in Harriet’s flat that had not died, which Annie, who had given it to her, treated as a personal triumph. At half past nine Harriet stood to go. Annie kissed her on the cheek at the door, which was not her usual practice, and said, “Get home safe.”

“I’m walking.”

“I know you’re walking. I’m saying what one says.”

Harriet went down the stairs and out onto Aldersgate Street.

* * *
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The City in the evening had its own particular quiet. The suits had mostly cleared — they went home early on a Tuesday — and the pavement between Aldersgate and the ward was populated now by the second-shift crowd, which was no crowd: a cleaner waiting for a bus, a courier locking up his bike, a small circle of tourists who had taken a wrong turn out of St Paul’s and were trying to work out how to get back to their hotel. From Annie’s front door, she could walk to her own front door in twelve minutes, and eight of them were inside Walbrook ward. The whole distance was about the length of a single street in any reasonable city. This one was not a reasonable city. This one was a small rectangle of old ground wedged between Cheapside and the river, a quarter of a square mile at most, streets that had been walked since the second century now threaded between glass towers that had gone up the year before last. A person could cross it in eight minutes and not have seen anything in it. A person could spend a life crossing it and still find a door she had never noticed. Harriet walked south with her hands in her pockets.

She had not thought about Martin’s friend through the evening in any pointed way, and she did not start now. What she did think — because one’s mind did its own business when one walked — was about the Samaritans plaque. She had read it forty times and never quite registered, before this afternoon, what a strange thing it was to have been founded. A telephone line, in 1953, for the suicidal. A man in a clerical collar deciding that there ought to be a number you could ring. She had never before, she realized, connected the date to the year — 1953, eight years after the war — and she thought now about the specific problem that the decade had been addressing. A lot of men, in 1953, who had come back and not spoken about it. A lot of men in this ward in particular, working in rooms where one did not speak.

She passed the Mithraeum at 12 Walbrook. The Bloomberg building rose above her, its gridded glass faces lit from within in a way that made the pavement in front of it look almost theatrical. The museum entrance was closed for the evening. A woman was locking up — the last visitor of the day had been through an hour ago, and the woman was going home. Harriet watched her set the catch and pull down the shutter and walk away toward Bank. The temple of Mithras was under her feet, seven meters down, with its reconstructed walls and its timed tickets, and the woman who looked after it was off home to a flat somewhere and a supper, and somewhere else in this ward the Wednesday thing had happened last week and not happened the week before. These things were not related. She registered the non-relation and kept walking.

Her flat was on the second floor of Annie’s building, above Annie’s own first-floor flat. The arrangement had been Edward’s, set up when Harriet had needed somewhere cheap in the year her marriage had come apart, and had continued on the fair rent Edward had written into the original agreement for reasons that had never been wholly explained to Harriet, although she had her guesses. She let herself in. She hung her coat. She made a hot-water bottle and a cup of tea. She sat in the good chair by the gas fire, which she had not lit because the flat was not quite cold enough yet, and she opened the book she had been halfway through for two weeks and read without absorbing much.

Two weeks, she thought, at one point. Of not being where you usually were. That was a long time.

Then she thought about the clause that had settled at four-fifteen, and she thought about the second verb, and she lost the thread of the book entirely and went to bed.

The flat was quiet in the specific way it was quiet on a Tuesday evening: Annie’s radio downstairs, a bus braking at the corner, a pigeon settling on the parapet outside her window as pigeons always did in this building regardless of what she did to discourage them. She lay for a little while with her eyes open. Then she closed them. Then she was asleep.
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Chapter Two

Cult
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Wednesday morning Vivia’s had the steady quiet it kept before nine. Two builders at the window, a woman in a suit reading something on her phone, the smell of coffee and hot milk and whatever Ellie was warming in the oven. Harriet came in at twenty to nine and stopped inside the door and looked at the counter.

The sticky note was under the till exactly where it had been the day before.

Mr P. Flat white no sugar. Weds.

Ellie saw her looking and said, “Still nothing.”

“Still?”

“I went on the rota to check. He hasn’t been since the twenty-first. That’s — what, three weeks now.” She did the counting on her fingers, which Harriet thought of, afterwards, as a specific thing about Ellie: a young woman who still, in 2026, did subtraction on her fingers without minding whether you saw. “I keep expecting him. It’s stupid.”

“It isn’t stupid.”

“No, I know. I just. I didn’t realize I’d get so fond.”

Harriet ordered. She took the coffee and a pastry she had not been planning on. She sat at the small table in the corner where the barista station blocked the view from the door. Ellie was not fond of Mr P; Harriet knew this because she was a woman who spent her working life reading what people meant under what they said, and Ellie had said I’d get so fond in the way people said things about other people that were not quite true and not quite not true either. What Ellie had was the small disquiet of a person whose sticky-note ecology had developed a gap in it. Someone had been Wednesdays for years, and someone was not Wednesdays now, and the person whose rota it was had begun to watch the door.

She drank her coffee. She ate two bites of the pastry and left the rest. She thought about Martin.

She had thought about Martin in a shallow way through most of the previous evening and through her walk to work, and she had been consciously not deepening the thought. Annie had told her something over fennel. Annie had told her because Annie had told her. It was not Harriet’s business to make it her business. She had a ten-thirty mediation that was going to run to at least one o’clock, and a case-management call after it, and a three-thirty tentatively held. None of those rooms had any relation to Martin or to Martin’s friend or to whatever Annie had wanted her to know without asking her to do anything. A woman who had kept a professional practice going for fifteen years had learned the difference between things that were hers and things that were not.

She looked up at the till. Three weeks. Three weeks was longer than two Wednesdays, which was what Annie had said about Martin’s friend. Two Wednesdays was a fortnight. Three weeks was three Wednesdays. Mr P had missed Wednesday the twenty-first, the twenty-eighth, and — today — the fourth. Her friend Martin’s friend had, per Annie, missed two Wednesdays. She was reconstructing, here, from a barista’s rota and a dinner-table sentence, and she was aware that she was doing it, and she was aware that the reconstruction was doing a thing her lawyer’s brain always did, which was to attempt to make two unrelated pieces of information into one related piece of information even when the information gave no particular reason to do so.

She had a cataloger’s brain. She had always had it. It was the thing that had made her reasonably good at the Bar and quite good at the mediating, and it was the thing that occasionally — as now — produced suggestions she had no basis for. A man in his seventies in this ward was not, automatically, Martin’s friend. There were probably seventy-five men in their seventies in Walbrook ward at this moment. The odds that Mr P and the Wednesday-thing man were the same person were — she stopped. She was doing it. She stopped.

She finished her coffee. She left the pastry on the plate. She walked to work.

* * *
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The ten-thirty mediation was a complete waste of everyone’s morning, which had been clear to Harriet by eleven and was clear to the parties by half past twelve. She gave them forty minutes in separate rooms and then brought them back together and told them, in the kind voice she used when she meant to be brisk, that she did not believe a settlement was going to be reachable today and that she proposed to end early. They accepted this with the combination of relief and resentment that parties usually accepted it with. She showed them out at five past one.

She ate lunch at her desk. She had forgotten to bring anything and so she ate the pastry from Vivia’s, which she had forgotten to leave at Vivia’s, and which by one o’clock was slightly stale and exactly the kind of stale that improved a pastry. She sent three emails. She re-read her own notes from the morning and saw, in a way she had not quite seen at the time, that one of the parties had been trying to tell her something the other party was not supposed to hear, and that she had missed it. That was not ideal.

At ten past two she left the office and walked down to the ward.

This was unusual on a Wednesday. She did not, as a general rule, walk to the ward in the middle of a weekday. She told herself she was doing it because she needed to clear her head after the morning and because a walk in fresh air would do her good. She did not, at this stage, tell herself that she was doing it because the sticky note was in her head.

She walked past St Paul’s and down New
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