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About the Book

THE LIES YOU TOLD

Can you tell the truth from the lies?

Sadie loves her daughter and will do anything to keep her safe.

She can’t tell her why they had to leave home so quickly – or why Robin’s father won’t be coming with them to London.

She can’t tell her why she hates being back in her dead mother’s house, with its ivy-covered walls and its poisonous memories.

And she can’t tell her the truth about the school Robin’s set to start at – a school that doesn’t welcome newcomers.

Sadie just wants to get their lives back on track.

But even lies with the best intentions can have deadly consequences . . .




For Sarah Hughes – dearest of friends.

I’ll never forget the Rimmel eyeshadow . . .




Part 1
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It’s the first time I’ve ever slept in my mother’s room. That I can remember, anyway. It’s cold. My arm is the only part of me out from under the covers and my skin feels clammy, my fingers chilled. I roll over, tucking myself in fully, leeching off Robin’s warmth. She’s snoring gently next to me. It’s a couple of years since she’s wanted to sleep in with me, but the temperature of the house defeated her. The first night we arrived, she walked into the room I made up for her and walked straight out again.

‘It’s freezing,’ she said, ‘and I don’t like that weird painting on the wall.’

‘I’ll move it,’ I said. But I didn’t argue when Robin wanted to share my bed. I don’t want to let her out of my sight.

The duvet is too thin. I piled our coats on top last night for extra warmth, but they slipped onto the floor while we slept. I reach over and pull them back on, trying not to disturb Robin, eking out her sleep for at least a few minutes more. It’ll be cold when we get up.

The gas fire is still here. I remember sometimes in winter, the coldest days, that my mother let me dress beside it, warning me not to get too close. I was never allowed to touch it then. I’m scared to touch it now. It’s brown, shiny, its corners sharp, gouges out of the paintwork. The ceramic burners are black with soot. I don’t even know if it’ll still work. The fireplace around it, once white, has yellowed, scorch marks above the fire. I looked away from the china ornaments on the mantelpiece last night, but in the dim light of the morning, I see they’re still the same; smiling shepherdesses, a Pierrot with a vacuous grin, all crowded close along the narrow shelf.

Robin shifts next to me, sighs, subsides back into sleep. I don’t want to wake her. Today is going to be hard enough for her. Anxiety spikes through me. The dank room lies heavy on me, thoughts haunting me of the warm house I’ve fled. The contrast between the spare room here, rejected by Robin, and her own bedroom that we’ve been forced to leave behind: the bed draped with pink hangings, the sheepskins on the floor. There are no sheepskins in my mother’s house – only a ram’s skull still displayed on the stairs, resplendent in his horns.

It’s safe though. Far away. Robin rolls over in bed, closer to me, her arm warm beside mine, the little knitted meerkat my best friend Zora made for her held tight in her hand. My breathing eases. After what happened, I would always have felt chilled in that house, despite the warmth. I shiver now at the thought, the shock still raw. Deep breath in, out. We’re here now.

I reach over and pick up my phone from the bedside table – nothing. No messages. Its battery is nearly out – of course there aren’t sockets beside the bed. But the electricity is at least still working. As long as we don’t electrocute ourselves before I’ve had a chance to get the wiring checked. I lie back, listing all the jobs that are essential for the safety of the house, overwhelmed at the number of tasks ahead of me. At least there won’t be time to think about anything else.

‘What time is it?’ Robin mutters, turning over to stretch her limbs.

‘Nearly seven,’ I tell her. I pause. ‘We’d better get up.’

For a moment longer we lie there, both reluctant to brave the cold. I steel myself, pushing the covers back in one go and jumping to my feet.

‘You’re so mean,’ Robin says, sitting up fast. ‘Do I have to have a shower? The bathroom’s freezing.’

‘No, it’s OK. I’ll try and get it sorted for later.’

She runs through to her room and I hear her thumping round as she gets ready. I throw on jeans and a sweater without giving my outfit any thought. It’s too cold for vanity.

‘I don’t want to go,’ Robin says, a piece of toast in her hand that she puts back on the plate, uneaten. She sighs. My heart sinks.

‘I know.’

‘I’m going to hate it,’ she says, turning away and putting her hair up into a bun twisted on the top of her head.

‘It might not be that bad.’

‘Yes, it will,’ she says, staring at me. There’s no arguing with her tone.

She’s about to walk through the gates of a new school in Year 6, new uniform – box-fresh, crisp and stiff – years after everyone else has formed their gangs and factions. The uniform she’s wearing doesn’t even fit properly, collar too big around her throat, skirt too long. Her face is pale against the bright red of the new school cardigan, the stark white of the new shirt, everything we bought in a rush yesterday from the uniform shop up Finchley Road I remember from my own childhood. My throat tightens, but I make myself smile.

‘It’ll be OK,’ I say, an edge of desperation in my voice. ‘You’ll make some lovely new friends.’ I pick up a piece of toast, look at it, put it down. I’m not hungry either.

‘Maybe,’ Robin says, her voice full of doubt. She finishes dealing with her hair and pulls her phone out of her pocket, entranced immediately by the screen. I twitch, control myself. Is there a message from Andrew, wishing his daughter good luck at her new school? I don’t know if Robin and her dad have spoken since we left . . . since we had to leave. Robin keeps scrolling down, eyes flickering.

‘Anything interesting?’ I say in the end, unable to stop myself, trying to keep my tone light. ‘Has your dad messaged?’ Casually, I pick up my own phone and put it in my bag.

Robin looks up, her face still and pale, eyes dark as her hair. She shakes her head. ‘Not Dad,’ she says. ‘Haven’t you spoken to him?’

I smile, neutral. I need to move the conversation on. She has to believe this is all normal. She doesn’t need to know that the last contact between her dad and me was a hissed exchange on the phone before his number went dead. Just go, he’d said. I don’t want you here any more. Either of you. Loathing in his voice I’d never heard before.

I’ve been silent too long. She’s looking at me, a question starting to form on her face.

‘Any gossip? You chatting to someone?’ I say with an effort. Over the last couple of months there’s been a complicated row between Robin’s friends and people in her old class, and I’ve found the updates strangely compelling.

‘Everyone’s still asleep, Mum. It’s the middle of the night back home.’

‘Sorry, yes. Of course. I wasn’t thinking.’ The words hang in the air, before Robin relents.

‘But there’s a load of messages from last night while I was asleep. Tyler sat next to Addison on the bus on Friday instead of Emma and now no one is talking to Addison.’

‘Oh lord . . .’

‘I know. It’s so stupid.’ She looks at her phone once more before tossing it down.

‘Maybe it’ll be easier being at an all-girls school,’ I say, striving for a tone of conviction. Failing.

Robin shrugs. ‘I guess I’ll find out.’

The last year of primary school. Memories of it, deep in my bones. Everyone turning eleven, some looking like teenagers, some still child-like. At least Robin sits in the middle of this spectrum, neither very tall nor very short, nothing extreme in her development that stands out. It’ll be hard enough anyway. Suppressing a shudder, I remember the rejections, the spite. Whatever else I’m facing, at least I never have to go through fitting in to a new school again.

‘I don’t know how they’re coping without you to mediate.’

‘I don’t think they are,’ Robin says, her face serious. ‘They’re falling out way more without me there. I’ll never see the messages in time.’

‘I’m sure they’ll work it out. And you’ll see them soon. In the Christmas holidays, maybe.’

Robin is silent. It’s too much change to take in. Too much, too fast. My world and Robin’s turned upside down in a scurry of days. The air lies heavy.

‘I know this is difficult,’ I say. ‘But we can make it work. We were lucky that this place came up. Your school back home was great, but we’ve always wanted you to go to school here, in London. You’re going to love it.’ My voice falls off. I remember that last rushed day in Brooklyn as I threw clothes into bags, a smile fixed to my face as I lied through my teeth to Robin about why we had to leave. Right then. No time for goodbyes.

‘And you were happy there? You’re sure I’m going to like it?’ Her face is pinched, suspicious.

‘Yes,’ I say. Another lie. But only a small one this time.

‘But you told me you didn’t have the best childhood,’ Robin says. She’s sharp, my daughter. Too much so.

I quickly gather myself. ‘That was more to do with home,’ I say. ‘Your grandmother. She wasn’t very keen on kids – even her own. School was an escape. I mean, of course there were difficult bits, but I made some friends. I loved the library. They made me school captain in Year 6 and put my name up on a board – that was pretty cool. It was definitely better than here.’ I gesture around me at the tired, cold kitchen.

Robin smiles. ‘At least it’ll be warm,’ she says, attempting a joke. I reach across the table to hug her and after a moment she hugs me back. ‘Let’s get out of here. You don’t want to be late. Not on your first day.’

Robin nods and crosses the room to pick up her bag and pull on a pair of gloves. I put on a woolly hat to hide the worst of my greasy hair, and we head out.

We walk to the bus stop, our footsteps slapping in time against the pavement. I glance over at my daughter. Her face is set, her chin firm, almost grown-up yet still so young.

I don’t know what lies ahead for us. I want to be calm. But I can’t shift the fear at the pit of my stomach, heavy as our steps on the ground.
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I sit next to the bus window, leaning my forehead against the glass. The 46 bus is full, and slow, lumbering from stop to stop from Camden to St John’s Wood. I remember the route so well I could walk it with my eyes closed. It’s all different, all the same, layers of new builds, slicks of fresh paint on top of the old buildings.

I glance at Robin’s profile – she’s still entranced by her phone. She snorts with laughter, lifts her head.

‘Emma sent me a big update. So much drama. I’m glad I’m not there having to deal with it all,’ Robin said, tucking her phone in her bag.

I almost believe her.

My stomach clenches as the familiar bus stop draws close. All of a sudden, I’m aware of the traffic noise around me. The screeching of brakes, horns sounding, a man yelling fuck off in the distance. Exhaust fumes leak in from the street, catch at my throat, a steady stream of black SUVs crowding past us. We’ll be the only ones turning up to school on the bus.

The bus brakes unexpectedly and my head bangs against the glass. I shut my eyes against the memories.

‘We’ll never get a place,’ I’d said when I was first told of what my mother had done, two years earlier. ‘It’s too late. It’s too competitive. There’s no way any spaces will come up now. Not at the beginning of Year 4, not in two years. There will be a waiting list as long as my arm. She thinks she can control everything, but she can’t. Even if we were going to go along with it, we wouldn’t be able to.’

And this had been true, my delight great when the admissions officer gave my reluctant enquiry short shrift.

But that was before it all went wrong. My marriage with Andrew, collapsing in two short years. It was a surprise, then, to receive a call only a couple of weeks ago from the same admissions officer telling me there was a space now available if Robin could start immediately. I was about to say no again, but something gave me pause. I’ll think about it for a bit if that’s OK. Those words emerged instead.

Nothing could have prepared me for the desperation with which I’d call her forty-eight hours later, heart in mouth, to ask her – beg her – if the place were still available. Please. Just a standard offer to her, a way to fill an unexpected gap in the class. A miracle for me – everything I’d needed for our escape. An escape I never knew till then I’d need. The condition of my mother’s controlling legacy met by sending Robin to Ashams – without her attendance, I wouldn’t have been allowed this house or the small income from my mother’s estate – just enough to live on now that I’ve left my marriage behind.

When I last left my mother’s house, over a decade ago, I swore on my life I’d never go back. Never let my mother control me again.

But I’d break any promise for Robin.

Now we’re at the school gates, and my hands are curled tight in my pockets. Even through the eyes of an adult, it still looks huge, imposing. Architecture fitting for the most prestigious girls’ school in north London. I try not to imagine how intimidating it must be for my daughter.

There are two sets of iron gates, a formal flower bed in between with box hedges and cyclamen. From each gate the drive curves up to a wide flight of stairs that leads to the front entrance. Despite the grandeur of its fittings, it’s not set back that far from the pavement – a carriage would have had to manoeuvre carefully around the gates rather than sweep majestically through. This place couldn’t be more different from Robin’s old school, a modern building on a suburban street. This school carries the weight of history, a gravity that seems to belie the presence of actual children behind those great doors.

I look down at Robin. Her face is tight, the colour drained from her cheeks.

‘It’ll be OK,’ I say. I want to promise. I can’t.

Robin looks about, her gaze unblinking. She clutches my arm. ‘This is an elementary school?’

‘It is. It’s a lot more friendly than it looks, I promise.’ I stop myself from crossing my fingers.

‘Wow.’

‘We’d better go in,’ I say, and she nods. We walk slowly across the drive and up the stone steps. The doors are wide, wooden, with brass fittings polished to a high shine. I reach to open the door, but it’s pushed back hard from the other side. A woman walks out briskly, bashing straight into me. I jump back, startled, only catching my balance by grabbing hold of Robin by the arm and nearly sending her flying, too. My ankle turns over, a sharp pain shooting up my leg.

‘Watch where you’re going!’ The woman’s scorn is sharp in her voice. ‘I could have fallen down the stairs.’ She pushes past us and marches off, her perfectly blow-dried hair bouncing on her shoulders with each step. I look after her, heart still pounding from the encounter. Tall, blonde. Hostile.

‘Are you OK?’ Robin says at the same moment another woman starts tutting and shouldering past us.

My throat tightens as though I might cry. Or scream at them all to fuck off. I brush moisture from my eyes with brisk fingers.

‘I’m fine.’

Once we’re safely inside, and I’ve introduced Robin to the registrar and filled in the emergency contact forms, I stand next to Robin in an expectant manner.

‘You can go now, Mum,’ Robin says, and the registrar laughs.

‘She’s safe with us, Mrs Spence.’

‘That’s my husband’s name,’ I say. I can’t bring myself to say ex-husband with Robin standing beside me. ‘My name is Roper. Sadie Roper.’

‘Of course, Ms Roper,’ she says. They keep looking at me, waiting for me to leave.

Robin nods. ‘Go on, Mum.’

I look at the registrar. ‘You don’t need me for anything else? A tour, or meeting the form teacher, or something?’

She shakes her head. ‘Not today. You will meet Robin’s form teacher in due course. We’ll send you details of the parents’ evening.’ She turns to Robin. ‘I’ll take you to your classroom.’

She whisks my daughter away from me before I can even say goodbye.
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I head back fast to the bus stop on the other side of the road, the pain subsiding in my ankle as I go. I need to make some progress on the house and then get to chambers to see if there’s any work available. The long years spent away from criminal practice yawn in front of me, but I refuse to let them put me off. I’ve braved worse in the last weeks. Far worse.

It shouldn’t be this way. Anger courses through me: at Andrew for being such a bastard; at the rejection, the rage that’s driven me clean across the Atlantic, straight back into the clutches of my mother and that wreck of a house. Thoughts of a tidy new-build apartment drift through my head. White walls and clean wooden floors, not the dark jumble of a neglected Victorian house, windows obscured by overgrown ivy. A toxic legacy.

The bus pulls up. No good thinking about this now. I’ll wash, scrub, clean; bleach it all out. I take out my phone, ready to text Zora, invite her for dinner. My finger hovers over the screen for a moment before I write the message.

Surprise! Long story, but Robin and I are back and staying at the house. Dinner tomorrow? Lots to catch up on xx

Planning for the future, no looking back.

As soon as I’m home, I look at the boiler I was too tired to examine the night before, discovering to my surprise that it’s relatively new. After a few minutes, it’s up and running. Warmth, hot water – that’ll chase away the demons.

Heartened, I get to it, scouring and scrubbing every surface in sight, not stopping for a second to let any thoughts of the past enter in, shutting myself off from any recognition of creaking floorboards or cracked tiles, the mark on the wall where my mother threw a book at me, the nail sticking out of the floor where I ripped countless pairs of tights, always forgetting it was there. As the dust lifts, so does the gloom in the house, and cold sunlight poking through the dirty glass of the kitchen window lifts my mood a little more.

After a couple of hours of frenzied activity, the kitchen is usable. It’s still the same oven, the one I remember from all those years ago. I test it’s working, remembering almost instinctively how long to hold the knob down before the gas catches light.

The old electric kettle is still here, its flex frayed, the metal of the wire exposed. I remember telling her to throw it away the last time I was here, fifteen years ago. I pick it up and turn it in my hands for a moment, tracing the marks of limescale etched on its surface, before my chest tightens and a sour taste rises in my mouth. Why do you care if I get electrocuted? rings in my ears. I dump it in a black bin bag, a smile lifting the corners of my mouth. Digging through the cupboards, I take out a small saucepan and fill it with water, put it on to boil.

Even though the house is on a busy road, there’s no sound of traffic in the kitchen at the back. I’m unnerved by the silence. I look through the window of the back door onto the concrete patch outside. It’s overshadowed by evergreen trees – a yew, chill and dark in the corner, all the plants my mother used to tend brown and withered, dead leaves lying in drifts in the corners. I’ll cheer it up – geraniums, bulbs in big blue pots. I remember the time I brought a bunch of tulips home for Mother’s Day, handed them to her. So loud, she said as she thrust them from her, petals crushed in the sink. It’s bad enough being a mother, she said. I don’t need any reminders. I remember how small I felt at that moment, how stupid, my feet too big for me as I stumbled backwards and fled from the kitchen.

Time to plant daffodils, snowdrops. Crocuses. Parrot tulips, the brighter the better. I’ll get Robin to help. Turning away from the door, I look again round the kitchen. It might be cleaner, but it’s still bleak, still empty.

The water boils and I make tea, sitting back down again, nursing the warmth of the mug in my hands. It’s nearly noon. Is it time yet for Robin’s lunch? Maybe the food will be better now. I hope it’s better now. I think about what we used to be served: lasagne swimming in grease, cold mashed potato, green-grey hardboiled eggs at the heart of a rock-hard veal and ham pie. I take in a deep breath, release it. Not now. I’m not going there. What lies beneath is worse, much worse, and I don’t have time. My thoughts snap back to Robin.

It’ll be OK, I’d said to Robin. Really welcoming. Reassuring phrases that rolled off my tongue. But in truth, it was never welcoming at all. Formal, assertive, utterly confident in itself. Sink or swim. That’s how it was thirty years ago. Maybe it’s changed. I remember the grip of Robin’s fingers on my arm, clutching so hard I’m surprised they didn’t leave a mark. I hope it isn’t as bad as Robin feared.

I fear it might be a lot worse.

My tea cools rapidly, and I drink it in gulps, pushing the mug away from me when I’ve finished. I need to change to go into chambers and ask the clerks if there’s any work available for me. Realistically I know it might be tricky, but I can’t let doubt creep in.

Before I go, I want to sort Robin’s room out a bit more. It’s the room my mother used for guests, few though they were. I shovel out piles of old newspapers and torn magazines, ruthless in my clearing. A chest of drawers emerges, a wardrobe, old coats and jackets, a moth-eaten fox fur, its tail held in its mouth with a tortoiseshell clip. It all goes into bin bags.

A message arrives from Zora. Yes please to dinner tomo. I want to hear ALL about wtf is going on. I can’t believe you’re back tho can’t wait to see you xx

I feel my spirits lift, a small chink of light breaking through. It will be so good to see her. But it’s going to be a long explanation. I send back a thumbs up emoji, unable to muster any more words.
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Dressing for chambers feels like stepping back in time. I pull on underwear, black tights, a white shirt and black skirt and jacket, grateful for the sentiment that made me hang on to this suit through the years when I had no use for it. A tired black suit I used to wear in court over ten years ago.

The skirt does up easily. The jacket too – as if those years never intervened. I look at my silhouette, reflected in a dusty mirror on the back of the door. It could be nearly twenty years ago, my first day in chambers, before Andrew, before Robin, before my career gave way to a life I entirely failed to anticipate.

Despite everything, the forced nature of this new start, I feel a twinge of excitement. At least I’m finally going to be able to use my legal qualifications again. I’m going back to work.

I walk fast down Kentish Town Road to Camden Town tube, nerves rising, and sooner than I’d like I’m at Embankment, then Temple. I walk up Temple Place, cut through Milford Lane, the gloss paint on its black iron railing gleaming in the sun. I pause for a moment, looking from left to right. I remember this alleyway well. I got off with Andrew here once, right at the start of our relationship, heady on cheap wine and the fire of early love.

That was a happy night, a good memory. Thoughts creep in of a time earlier than that, a darker night some months before, the older barrister who thought that young female pupils were his for the taking, his for the groping. I had to struggle hard, kick him harder still before I was able to break free. I stop at the place where it happened, to the left of the stairs, wiping my hands down my skirt. Nearly two decades ago but still fresh in my mind. I shake my head clear, keep walking, up the stairs and through the arch at the bottom of Essex Street into the ordered red brick of its parallel rows of barristers’ chambers.

When I reach my old chambers, halfway up Essex Street, I stop for a moment and take a deep breath. Earlier, it felt that time had gone backwards. It’s happening again. I’m as ungainly and as clumsy as the first day I started pupillage, all elbows and knees, my hands hot. I take a deep breath, draw back my shoulders, and push open the door.

‘Miss Roper,’ David Phelps says, and this time the years roll back and stay there.

‘David,’ I say, damping down the supplicatory note that’s creeping into my voice.

‘To what do we owe the pleasure?’

He’s standing behind reception, papers in hand. He must have been on the way to his desk as he would hardly have been answering the phones – as if in answer to this thought, a young woman slips past him and takes a seat at the desk next to the switchboard.

‘Do you have an appointment?’ she says to me in a neutral tone, scrutinising me, her eyes sliding up and down me. I feel suddenly conscious of my outdated suit.

‘No,’ I say, lifting my chin.

‘Then how can I help you?’

‘Miss Roper is an old member of chambers,’ David says, perhaps taking pity on me. Or perhaps not. I smile at him, and he looks through me with the eyes of a shark, dark and predatory, waiting for the first sign of blood.

‘I was wanting to talk to you about restarting my practice,’ I say. ‘I know it would have been better if I’d written first, but everything has happened rather faster than I anticipated.’

‘I see,’ David says.

‘I’m back in London now. My daughter is at school. There’s nothing to stop me from starting up again.’ A note of defiance is creeping into my voice. I can feel my nerves stretched on edge but I won’t let him drive me away.

‘Hmm,’ David says. ‘The small matter of instructing solicitors, miss? I don’t see them lining up, desperate to give you work.’ It’s almost reassuring that he’s still loading the word ‘miss’ with more scorn than ought to be possible. Almost. Not entirely. At least I know where I am with him. I always did.

‘I was hoping that there might be some junior work available, David, and through that I would be able to build up my practice in time.’

‘I’m terribly sorry, miss, but as any of our juniors would tell you, there’s not exactly an abundance of work available these days. A lot has changed in the last few years, as no doubt you’ll be aware.’ He pauses to smooth his hair down, a tic I remember from before. ‘Come to that, how many years is it now?’

‘Nearly eleven.’ My chin is still up.

‘It’s not as if you can just walk back in, miss. There’s also insurance, your practising certificate, your continuing professional development. As I said, a lot has changed. It won’t be possible.’

‘But I’ve done all of that already,’ I say. He thinks he’s got one over me but he’s wrong. ‘I have insurance. My practising certificate and my CPD hours are up to date. I made sure I kept on top of all the legal developments online. I knew I’d be back one day.’

‘Miss—’ David starts to say when he’s interrupted.

‘My eleven o’clock conference will be here shortly,’ a woman says from behind me, her voice imperious. Something familiar about it, tugging at my memory.

‘Of course, Miss Carlisle. Would you like coffee to be brought to the conference room?’ David sounds like a completely different person. Respectful. Obsequious, even. No wonder. I should have remembered immediately I heard her voice. Barbara Carlisle is one of the most senior Queen’s Counsel in chambers. Powerful even when I was a tenant in chambers all those years ago.

I keep my head down.

‘Naturally,’ she says. ‘For eight.’

She does not say please. I keep my head averted, hoping she’ll leave soon so that I can continue my conversation with David in private. He has a different idea.

‘Miss Roper,’ he says, turning to me. ‘I understand your position. But it is simply not possible to turn up in chambers out of the blue after over a decade and expect to be given work. We have procedures. Regardless of your former tenancy our protocols still apply. If you write a letter in the correct format to the Tenancy Committee, they will consider your position in the fullness of time. I believe their next meeting is at the end of March.’

Not for months. I nod, mute, swallowing my frustration. I turn again to go, walk towards the door when Barbara approaches me.

‘Sadie,’ she says. ‘I remember you. You were the second junior on that murder with me?’

‘I was.’

‘And you left for America, isn’t that right? Had a baby?’

‘Yes, Robin’s nearly eleven now,’ I say.

‘And you’re coming back to work?’

‘I want to come back. I need to come back. But apparently there’s nothing available.’ I glare at David who gives a self-satisfied smirk, eyebrow raised.

‘I see . . .’ Barbara says, but I don’t hear the rest of her sentence. David’s sneer has finished me off and I’m close to tears of humiliation or anger – I’m not sure which – but I’m damned if I’ll let them see me crack. I march out of reception without looking back.
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I wait for Robin outside school with my head down, focused on my phone, unwilling to catch anyone’s eye. I know I’ll have to engage at some point soon, but right now, I don’t have room inside me. Too disappointed by my reception in chambers, too tired from trailing up and down on the tube. It takes me a minute to realise that Robin is right at my elbow. Her expression is still tense, though not so much so as this morning.

‘How was it?’ I say, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek. Robin pulls away.

‘Can we just go? Please?’ We walk swiftly towards the bus stop. It’s only when we’re on the bus, some ten minutes later, and Robin has looked around once, twice, as if to double-check that there’s no one in the same uniform sitting anywhere near, that she’s prepared to say anything about her day.

‘It was OK,’ she says. ‘OK. The art department is really good.’

‘That’s great. How were the other girls?’

Robin exhales sharply through her nose but doesn’t otherwise reply. I open my mouth to ask the question again but stop myself. ‘Zora is coming over tomorrow. She wants to hear all about it.’

‘All about what?’

‘All about why we’re here so fast, why I’ve sent you to Ashams . . .’

‘Maybe you can tell me while you’re at it,’ she says with a withering look and turns back to the window. She’s not a little girl any more. Only ten, but I can already see the teenager she’ll become, no traces of the toddler she once was, her profile tense against the grey afternoon light.

As soon as we get into the house, Robin slams up to her bedroom. I leave her to it. A couple of hours later, she comes downstairs and gives me a hug.

‘The house is feeling a bit warmer,’ she says. ‘And my room looks much better. Thank you. I’ve started putting my stuff away.’

It’s the reward that I wanted; more than I could expect. I’ve done my best with Robin’s room. The room I’m sleeping in – my mother’s old room – is still horrible, but I don’t dare yet go upstairs to my childhood bedroom on the second floor, preferring to sleep on the same floor as Robin. Keen to avoid those ghosts.

‘Do you fancy pizza for supper?’

Robin’s pleasure at the suggestion wards off any further discussion about the house. Her face softens and she spends the rest of the evening chatting enthusiastically about her old friends and their tribulations. Not so grown-up after all.

The next evening, Zora bursts through the front door, grabbing me in a massive hug before letting go of me to take hold of Robin. Then she turns to me, hugs me again. She smells exactly the same as she’s always done – fags and a vanilla-scented perfume. Most people I know have given up smoking – not Zora. Her work as a busy criminal solicitor gives her too much stress for her to be able to give up, she always argues.

‘Look at you both,’ she says. ‘I can’t believe I’ve got you home again.’

‘It’s . . . interesting to be back,’ I say.

‘I can imagine,’ Zora says. ‘I know you never wanted to come back here. It must feel as though life’s completely collapsed for you. Are you OK?’

Robin and I nod, wordless, before Robin mutters something and scoots out, running upstairs to her room.

‘And Andrew? How’s he coping?’

‘Let’s leave talking about Andrew,’ I say, turning and walking towards the kitchen. ‘It’s really hard. Why don’t you come and have a drink?’

Zora follows me through and sits down at the kitchen table. She looks around with an approving expression on her face.

‘It looks a lot better in here,’ she says.

‘Thanks for keeping an eye on the place,’ I say, pouring wine into two glasses and putting one in front of Zora.

‘I was happy to help,’ Zora says.

‘And thank you for not asking too many questions. It’s taken me ages to process it.’ I remember the phone call to her, my voice tense, anxious, trying hard to be business-like after the bombshell of discovering the provisions of my mother’s will. No quick sale as I’d assumed – a long-protracted agony while we decided whether to comply with her terms for the legacy, or see it pass into someone else’s hands. I didn’t tell Zora then, unable to put into words how controlling my mother had been. It was hard enough to ask her to help look after this house.

‘So tell me,’ Zora says. ‘Why are you here? And why have you sent poor little Robin to that awful school we hated so much?’

Her words are harsh, but her face is kind. Zora’s face is always kind – open, welcoming, lit up by a smile. Though she’s not smiling now, her eyes full of concern.

‘There’s no need to go on,’ I say, topping up our glasses.

‘There’s every need to go on,’ Zora says, taking a large swig. ‘You swore blind you wouldn’t do this.’

I take a sip of wine. I haven’t drunk for a couple of weeks and it’s helping, warmth spreading through me. ‘I didn’t have a choice. I had to leave, and my mother had it all stitched up this end.’

‘What do you mean? What does your mother have to do with it? She can hardly be controlling you from beyond the grave.’ Zora starts to laugh. I don’t join in. After a moment Zora stops. ‘Dear God, seriously? She’s still got her claws in? How the fuck has she managed that?’

‘It’s complicated.’

‘I’m not in any rush.’

‘I’m doing my best,’ I say. ‘I’m doing my best to make the best of a shitty situation. That’s what I want you to have in mind. OK?’

‘OK,’ Zora says. ‘I have it in mind. Now spill.’

‘You know she cut me off when I got pregnant?’

Zora nods. ‘I remember.’

‘I really tried to sort it out. I thought she’d come round after Robin was born, but she stayed so angry with me. She kept telling me how much I’d ruined my life by having Robin, how much I would regret destroying my future in all the years to come. It was horrible. I couldn’t deal with the way she was talking about her own granddaughter. And she hated Andrew, too.’

‘I remember,’ Zora says.

‘Well, when Andrew was offered the job in New York – it was the end. We left, I never spoke to her again. In our last row, she said if I left, if I chose family over career, I was dead to her from that point onwards. And that she was cutting me out of any inheritance.’

‘Wow!’ Zora says, with a sharp intake of breath. ‘You didn’t tell me that. Her own daughter . . .’

‘She was never exactly maternal. This is the woman who would only answer to the name Lydia, remember? Not Mummy or Mother. I didn’t want to think about it, to be honest. I was out of here – I was never counting on any inheritance anyway.’ I get up to my feet and gesture around me. ‘I mean, look at the place. You remember what she was like – tight as tight could be. I always thought there was no money, not really.’ I pause, drink some more wine.

‘But?’

‘Well, there is money. Some, at least. And the house.’

‘And she left it to you?’ Zora says.

‘Not quite. That’s where it gets complicated. She’s left the whole lot in trust to Robin – some investments, an income, the house.’

‘That’s good, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not as simple as that,’ I say. ‘It’s only on condition that Robin goes to Ashams. Primary and to the end of secondary school.’ I think about telling her the full story, the way it was all forced on me at the end. But I can’t deal with it. Not yet – the fear is too great still, those hours when Robin was missing, when I couldn’t reach her or Andrew. It’s bubbling underneath.

I take a deep breath, hold it. She’s safe. We’re both safe. I’m not thinking about it. I continue. ‘The whole thing is mental, really. Everything hung on there being a place available at Ashams in the first place – something she knew would be near impossible. Those places don’t come up – you need to put the girls’ names down for the primary school before they’re born, even. The admissions officer practically laughed at me when I called to ask about availability the first time.’

‘Wouldn’t she have thought of that?’ Zora says.

‘Yes. I think it was her way of leaving the money to us without any intention of us actually getting hold of it. An elaborate act of posthumous spite.’

‘I wouldn’t put it past her.’

‘Me neither,’ I say. ‘So when this place at Ashams came up now . . . That’s why I’ve had to send Robin there. Otherwise there would be nothing at all.’

There’s a long pause. Zora is shaking her head. I can’t blame her. ‘It’s fucking archaic. You should try and break the trust.’

I almost laugh at the horror on her face. ‘I was thinking about it. Her solicitor, the one who drew up the will – he’s the trustee, too, and he’s not that much behind it. As long as Robin is at Ashams, the house will be held in trust for her, with a small income to support us both, and once she finishes at the secondary school, she’ll get full possession and the trust will end. But if she leaves, or doesn’t get through to secondary school, the house is forfeit. It’ll be sold and we won’t see any of the inheritance. The solicitor doesn’t like it. Apparently, he told Lydia not to do it. He’s pretty much told me what I’d need to do to overturn the will. At least now we don’t have to bother.’

At this moment Robin comes into the kitchen.

‘And now I’m stuck at this horrible school where no one talks to me,’ she says, clearly having overheard. ‘And we have to live in this horrible house.’

‘Robin, please . . .’

‘I’m hungry,’ Robin says, turning away. ‘Is there anything to eat?’

I stop my explanation and make supper, cooking spaghetti and reheating a sauce I’d prepared earlier. I can feel Zora’s eyes, though, boring into the back of my skull, and I know the questions haven’t gone away.
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Robin’s mood softens a little during the meal and she chats to Zora about her friends in America, but she stomps upstairs as soon as the meal is finished. I put the plates over by the sink and Zora and I go through to the front room to sit on the misshapen sofa, bottle of wine in my hand.

‘Robin doesn’t seem to be coping with it all that well,’ Zora says, finishing her wine before reaching over and filling her glass up again. ‘And we haven’t even got on to Andrew yet.’

I don’t want to talk about Andrew. Not now. Not never. I stay silent, hoping that Zora will get the message and leave it alone.

‘It must be really hard for her,’ Zora says. She looks at me closely, and I try to meet her gaze, but after a few seconds I turn my head away, swallowing hard to dislodge the lump in my throat. ‘It must be hard on you, too.’ Her voice softens. Yes, I think. Yes, it is, and you don’t know the half of it. Zora doesn’t ask any more.

Instead, she wanders round the living room. I follow her with my eyes, looking at the tired floral wallpaper, the chipped paint. There are shelves in the alcove next to the fireplace, full of old photographs and ornaments.

‘I’ve been meaning to ask – what is it with these? They’re unbelievably ugly,’ Zora says, lifting a figurine. She carries it over to me. It’s one of a pair of statuettes, similar to the ones I dislike upstairs. Zora’s figurine is of a mother holding a basket of fruit in her arms, laughing as a little boy helps himself to an apple. The other statuette is of a father leaning to offer a sweet to a little girl with her apron outstretched. The colours are saccharine sweet, pastel shades of blue and pink and green, the expressions on their faces nearly as sickly.

‘She was obsessed with them,’ I say. ‘I used to love them when I was a child, though I’m not that keen now. I remember sneaking in to stare at them when she wasn’t looking. I even dared pick one up once. But she caught me in the act – she shouted so loudly I dropped it and the head broke clean off.’

‘Fuck,’ Zora says.

‘Exactly. It was the man. If you look closely, you can see where it was mended.’

Zora puts down the female statuette she’s been holding and turns the male one over in her hands, tracing the line of the mend with her fingers. ‘Why on earth did she like them so much?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say, ‘but she had that strange streak of mawkishness. She loved kittens and pink bows and fluffy stuff. Dolores Umbridge, you know?’

Zora nods. ‘Well, I don’t like it. Any of it. This house needs stripping out completely and starting again. You need to get rid of all those memories, start building your own. If you’re going to stay here, that is. Which I don’t think you should, if I hadn’t made it clear.’

‘You’ve made it abundantly clear,’ I say. ‘I don’t have much choice though. The only money I have at the moment is through doing what she told me to do: sending Robin to Ashams. I can’t afford to live anywhere else right now. I’m going to have to sort it out.’

‘I mean, Robin at that school we both hated so much – Sadie, honestly. I hope you know what you’re doing.’

I don’t have any words. ‘I will explain, I promise. And you will understand. I honestly didn’t have any choice. But I’m exhausted. Can we leave it? Can you trust me that I’m doing the best I can?’

Zora glares at me, her eyebrows furrowed, but after a moment she relents and changes the subject. ‘Look, have another drink. I’ll trust you. Is there anything cheerful we can talk about? Have you any work lined up?’

I slump further. ‘I thought we were going to talk about something more positive. I did try. I went in yesterday to tell the clerks that I wanted to come back. I was sure they’d have some magistrates’ court work, at least.’

‘And?’

‘Not a chance. It’s the same senior clerk, David – do you remember?’

‘David? That shit?’

‘He’s not a shit. He’s just . . . old fashioned.’

‘I remember you talking about him back in the day. And I deal with him regularly now. I instructed a couple of barristers from there in a fraud trial I had recently,’ Zora says. ‘He is definitely a shit. Didn’t he give you all that hassle when you kicked that QC in the bollocks, the one who was trying it on with you? Pretty much told you to go along with what more senior barristers wanted to do, not to make trouble?’

Zora’s memory is too good sometimes. I’d chosen to forget about David’s reaction to that particular incident. ‘He wasn’t great when that happened, no. But I did get tenancy in the end, so . . . Not that that’s worth anything now. I’ve been out of it for too long. I have to reapply in writing to the tenancy committee. They’ll look at it in March when they make the decision on all the applications that have been made to chambers for membership.’

‘That’s months away,’ Zora says. ‘Do you have enough to live on till then? Is Andrew giving you enough support?’

I look at her. ‘It’s complicated.’ A voice from a week ago hisses in my head, one I’ve pushed down all day. Get the fuck out of here, Sadie. I don’t want you. I don’t want Robin





















ops/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		About Harriet Tyce



		Praise for Blood Orange



		Also by Harriet Tyce



		About the Book



		Dedication



		Part 1



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Sunday, 6.07 a.m.



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Sunday, 9.35 a.m.



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Sunday, 11.05 a.m.



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Sunday, 11.09 a.m.



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Sunday, 12.15 p.m.



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Sunday, 12.30 p.m.



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Sunday, 12.48 p.m.



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Sunday, 12.57 p.m.



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46











		Part 2



		Sunday, 1.00 p.m.



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Afterwards



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56











		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading









ops/images/9781472252814.jpg
OLD
& T

AUTHOR OF THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER
BLOOD ORANGE





ops/images/au.jpg





ops/images/tp.jpg
THE LIES
YOU TOLD

HARRIET
TYCE

IIIIIIII





