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THE FIRST LIE


Chapter One

‘And that’s how I won her heart,’ he said, smiling. He leant back in his chair, lifting his hands behind his head, expanding his chest. He was always so smug.

He looked at me, and then at the idiot sitting beside me, and then turned back again to me. He was waiting for us to respond. He wanted to see the smiles stretch across our faces, to feel our admiration, our awe.

I hated him. I hated him in an all-encompassing, burning, biblical way. I hated that he repeated this story every time I came to dinner, every Friday evening. It didn’t matter who I brought with me. It didn’t matter which degenerate I was dating at the time.

He always told them this story.

Because this story, you see, was his ultimate trophy. For a man like Charles – successful, wealthy, charming – a beautiful, bright, sparkling woman like Marnie was the final medal in his collection. And because he was fuelled by the respect and admiration of others, and perhaps because he received neither from me, he wrenched them instead from his other guests.

What I wanted to say in response, and what I never said, was that Marnie’s heart was never his to win. A heart, if we’re being honest, which I finally am, can never be won. It can only be given, only received. You cannot persuade, entice, change, still, steal, steel, take a heart. And you certainly cannot win a heart.

‘Cream?’ Marnie asked.

She was standing beside the dining table holding a white ceramic jug. Her hair was pinned neatly at the top of her neck, loose curls around her cheeks, and her necklace was twisted, the clasp beside the pendant, hanging together against her breastbone.

I shook my head. ‘No, thanks,’ I said.

‘Not you,’ she replied, and she smiled. ‘I know not you.’

I want to tell you something now, before we begin. Marnie Gregory is the most impressive, inspiring, astonishing woman I know. She has been my best friend for more than eighteen years – our relationship is legally an adult; able to drink, marry, gamble – ever since we met at secondary school.

It was our first day and we were queuing in a long, thin corridor, a line of eleven-year-olds worming their way towards a table at the other end of the hall. There were groups huddled at intervals, like mice in a snake, bulging from the orderly, single-file line.

I was anxious, aware that I knew no one, psychologically preparing myself for being alone and lonely for the best part of a decade. I stared at those groups and tried to convince myself that I didn’t want to be part of one anyway.

I stepped forwards too fast, too far, and stood on the heel of the girl in front. She spun around. I panicked; I was sure that I was about to be humiliated, shouted at, belittled in front of my peers. But that fear dissipated the moment I saw her. It sounds ridiculous, I know, but Marnie Gregory is like the sun. I thought it then; I often think it now. Her skin is shockingly fair, a porcelain cream tempered only occasionally – after exercise, for example, or when she is overwhelmingly content – by rosy pink cheeks. Her hair is a deep auburn, twisted into spirals of red and gold, and her eyes are a pale, near-white blue.

‘Sorry,’ I said, stepping back and looking down at my shiny new shoes.

‘My name’s Marnie,’ she said. ‘What’s yours?’

That first encounter is symbolic of our entire relationship. Marnie has an openness, a tone that invites warmth and love. She is unassumingly confident, unafraid and unaware of any presumptions you might bring to the conversation. Whereas I am intensely aware. I am afraid of any potential animosity and am always waiting for what I know will come eventually. I am always waiting to be ridiculed. Then, I feared judgement for the pimples across my forehead, my mousy hair, my too-big uniform. Now, my tone of voice, the way it shakes, my clothing – comfortable and rarely flattering – my hair, my trainers, my chewed fingernails.

She is light where I am dark.

I knew it then. Now you’ll know it too.

‘Name?’ barked the blue-bloused teacher standing behind a desk at the front of the line.

‘Marnie Gregory,’ she said, so firm and self-assured.

‘E … F … G … Gregory. Marnie. You’re in that classroom there, the one with the C on the door. And you,’ she continued. ‘Who are you?’

‘Jane,’ I replied.

The teacher looked up from the sheet of paper in front of her and rolled her eyes.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Sorry. It’s Baxter. Jane Baxter.’

She consulted her list. ‘With her. Over there. Door with the C.’

Some might argue that it was a friendship of convenience and that I would have accepted any offer of kindness, of affection, of love. And maybe that’s true. In which case, I might counter that we were destined to be together, that our friendship was inked in the stars, because further down our path she’d need me too.

That sounds like nonsense, I know. It probably is. But sometimes I could swear to it.

‘Yes, please,’ said Stanley. ‘I’ll have some cream.’

Stanley was two years my junior and a lawyer with a number of degrees. He had white-blond hair that flopped over his eyes and he grinned constantly, often for no discernible reason. He could speak to women, unlike most of his peers: the result, I guess, of a childhood surrounded by sisters. But he was fundamentally dull.

Unsurprisingly, Charles seemed to be enjoying his company. Which made me dislike Stanley even more.

Marnie passed the jug across the table, pressing her blouse to her stomach. She didn’t want the fabric – silk, I think – to skate the top of the fruit bowl.

‘Anything else?’ she asked, looking at Stanley, and then at me, and then to Charles. He was wearing a blue and white striped shirt and he’d undone the top buttons so that a triangle of dark hairs sprouted from between the fringes of the fabric. Her eyes hovered there for a moment. He shook his head and his tie – undone and loose around his neck – slipped further to the left.

‘Perfect,’ Marnie said, sitting down and picking up her dessert spoon.

The conversation was – as always – dominated by Charles. Stanley could keep up, interjecting successes of his own wherever possible, but I was bored and I think that Marnie was too. We were both leaning back in our chairs, sipping the last of our wine, and absorbed instead in the imagined conversations playing out within our own minds.

At half past ten, Marnie stood, as she always did at half past ten, and said, ‘Right.’

‘Right,’ I repeated. I stood, too.

She lifted our four bowls from the table and stacked them in the curve of her left arm. A small bead of pink juice from a raspberry still sitting in one of the dishes bled into the white of her shirt. I picked up the now-empty fruit bowl – she’d made it herself at a pottery class a few years earlier – and the jug of cream and followed her into the kitchen at the back of the flat.

This flat – their flat – was testament to their relationship. Charles had paid the hefty deposit, as Charles paid for most things, but at Marnie’s insistence. She had known instantly that the flat was meant for them, and it won’t surprise you to know that persuasion has always come very naturally to Marnie.

When they moved in it was little more than a hovel: small, dark, filthy, damp, spread over two floors and desperately unloved. But Marnie has always been a visionary; she sees things where others cannot. She finds hope in the darkest of places – laughably, in me – and trusts herself to deliver something exceptional. I have always envied that self-confidence. It comes, for Marnie, from a place of stubbornness. She has no fear of failure, not because she has never failed, but because failure has only ever been a detour, a small diversion, on a journey that has ultimately led to success.

She worked tirelessly – evenings, weekends, using all of her annual leave – to build something beautiful. With her small hands, she tore wallpaper, sanded doors, painted cupboards, smoothed carpet, laid floorboards, sewed blinds: everything. Until these rooms emitted the same warmth that she does; a quiet confidence, a recognisable yet indefinable sense of home.

Marnie loaded the bowls into the dishwasher, leaving a space between each.

‘They clean better this way,’ she said.

‘I know,’ I replied, because she said the same thing every week, because I made the same noise – a tiny grunt – every week, because it seemed such a waste of water to me.

‘Things are going well with Charles,’ she said.

A prickle climbed my spine, pulling me straight, forcing air into my lungs.

We had only talked about their relationship once before then and it had been a conversation fraught with the long, twisted history of a very old friendship. Ever since, we had spoken only in practical terms: their plans for the weekend; the house they might someday buy far beyond the outer limits of London; his mother, riddled with cancer, living in Scotland and dying a very slow, painful, lonely death.

We had not, for example, discussed the fact that they had been together for three years and that several months earlier I had found unexpectedly – and I know I shouldn’t have been looking – a diamond engagement ring hidden in the depths of Charles’s bedside table. Nor had we discussed the fact that, even without that ring, they were careering towards a permanent commitment that would bind them eternally, in a way that – even after almost twenty years – Marnie and I had never been bound.

We had not discussed the fact that I hated him.

‘Yes,’ I replied, because I was afraid that a full sentence, perhaps even a two-syllable word, would send our friendship hurtling into chaos.

‘Don’t you think?’ she said. ‘Don’t you think that things are looking good for us?’

I nodded and poured the remaining cream from the jug back into its plastic supermarket container.

‘You think we’re right for each other, don’t you?’ she asked.

I opened the fridge door and hid behind it, slowly – very slowly – returning the cream to the top shelf.

‘Jane?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I do.’

That was the first lie I told Marnie.

I wonder now – most days, in fact – if I hadn’t told that first lie, would I have told the others? I like to tell myself that the first lie was the least significant of them all. But that, ironically, is a lie. If I had been honest that Friday evening, everything might have been – would have been – different.

I want you to know this now. I thought I was doing the right thing. Old friendships are like knotted rope, worn in some parts and thick and bulbous in others. I feared that this thread of our love was too thin, too frayed, to bear the weight of my truth. Because surely the truth – that I had never hated anyone the way I hated him – would have destroyed our friendship.

If I had been honest – if I had sacrificed our love for theirs – then Charles would almost certainly still be alive.


THE SECOND LIE


Chapter Two

This, then, is my truth. I don’t mean to sound so dramatic, but I think you deserve to know this story. I guess I think that you need to know this story. It is as much yours as it is mine.

Charles is dead, yes, but that was never my intention. In truth, it never occurred to me that he would ever be anything other than painfully, permanently present. He was one of those overpowering, dominant people: the loudest voice, the grandest gestures, taller and broader and stronger and better than anyone else in any room. You might have said that he was larger than life, which now, of course, feels rather ironic. That said, the simple fact of his being seemed evidence enough that he would always be.

For the first years of my life – and, I suppose, this is true for the first years of most lives – my family formed a framework. The big choices, those that defined my everyday – where I lived, who I spent time with, even what I called myself – were not mine at all. My parents were the puppeteers dictating the shape of my life.

Eventually, I was expected to make my own choices: what to play and with whom and where and when. My family had been everything, the only thing, until they became but the foundations from which I built an identity of my own. It was refreshing to discover that I was, in fact, my own entity and yet it was a little overwhelming, too.

But I was lucky. I found a companion.

Marnie and I soon became inseparable. We looked nothing alike but our teachers regularly called us by the other’s name. Because we were never one without the other. We sat side by side in every lesson and walked between classrooms together and travelled home on the same bus at the end of the day.

I hope that one day you experience a similar friendship. You can tie yourself into a teenage love in a way that feels eternal, bonded by new experiences and a newfound sense of freedom. There is something so enchanting about a first best friend at eleven. It is intoxicating to be so needed, to crave someone so acutely, and that feeling of being so completely entwined. But these early bonds are unsustainable. And someday you will choose to extricate yourself from this friendship in the pursuit, instead, of lovers. You will extract yourself limb by limb, bone by bone, memory from memory, until you can exist independently, until you are again one person where once you were two.

We were still two, Marnie and me, when – after university – we moved into the flat in Vauxhall. It was modern, in a new build erected less than a decade earlier, surrounded by other similar buildings with other similar flats, all off corridors with blue carpet and behind identical pine doors. It had plastic wood-effect flooring, sleek white kitchen units and soulless magnolia walls. There were spotlights in every room – the bedrooms, too – and peach tiles on the bathroom floor. It felt cold somehow, wintry, but it was always too warm. But it was our haven from the fiercely bright lights and the never-ending noise of a cosmopolitan city in which neither of us, at that time, felt entirely comfortable.

Things were different then. We discussed our diaries over cereal and delegated responsibilities for the day: a new bottle of shampoo, batteries for the remote, something for dinner. We walked side by side to the tube station. We boarded the same carriage. It would have made sense for me to board at the other end, so that my exit was in front of me when I disembarked, but our lives were so intricately woven that travelling separately would have seemed ludicrous.

We rushed home from work to cement the gaps that had opened over the course of a single day. We boiled the kettle and turned on the oven and laughed at ridiculous colleagues and sobbed over terrible meetings. We were intimate, cohabiting in a way that bonded us: shared pints of milk in the fridge, shoes in a pile behind the front door, books mingled on shelves, framed photographs perching on windowsills. We were so thoroughly embedded in each other’s lives that a crack, however small, seemed impossible.

We had little money and little time and yet every few weeks we ventured out to a new corner of this new world, to visit a restaurant or a bar and to explore a new part of this new city. Marnie was freelancing alongside her job and was always looking for something to write about. She dreamt about being the first to recognise a restaurant that was later granted a Michelin star. She had worked in the marketing team for a chain of pubs since graduating but, just a few months in, had decided that she wanted to do something more creative, more rewarding, more intimate, too. She had started writing a blog about food: collating information and restaurant reviews and eventually writing her own recipes as well.

That was the beginning of it, the most exciting part probably. Soon, her audience began to expand rapidly. At the request of her online followers, she started recording her own cookery videos. She accepted sponsorship from a high-end kitchenware company, who filled our flat with cast-iron pans and pastel ramekins and more utensils than two people could ever possibly need. She was offered a regular column in a newspaper. But at first it was just us, flicking through the free magazines to find the latest new places to visit.

I think you can tell a lot about a relationship by the way two people dine together in public. Marnie and I loved to watch as couples entered hand in hand; groups of men in tailored suits grew louder and louder, expanding to fill the available space; the illicit affair; the anniversary meal; the very first date. We liked to read the room, to guess the pasts and predict the futures of the other patrons, telling stories of their lives that we hoped might be true.

If you had been one of those other customers, sitting at one of those other tables, playing that same game and watching us instead, you would have seen two young women, one tall and fair, one shrunken and dark, entirely comfortable in one another’s company. I think you might have known that we enjoyed a friendship with strong branches and coiled roots. You would have seen Marnie – without thinking, without asking, without needing to – reach over to take the tomatoes from my plate. You might have seen me, in response, take the slithers of pickle or slices of cucumber from hers.

But Marnie and I haven’t dined alone in three years, not since she moved in with Charles. We are never so at ease now as we were back then. Our worlds are no longer entwined. I am now an intermittent guest in the story of her life. Our friendship is no longer its own independent thing, but a skin tag, a protrusion that subsists within another love.

I did not think then – and I do not think now – that Marnie and Charles had a love greater than ours. And yet I understood implicitly that their love – a romantic love – would and must subsume ours. Even though our love – one that flourished strolling shoulder to shoulder down school corridors, on coaches to day-trip destinations, on sleepovers – seemed so much more deserving of a lifetime together.

Every Friday, at around eleven in the evening when I left their flat, I found myself saying goodbye to a love that had shaped me, defined me, decided me. It always felt so cruel to be both within it and without it all at once.

And a truth that I knew then – and one that I still cannot fully comprehend – is that, crueller still, it was a situation entirely of my own making. I am wholly responsible for that first detached limb, for that first broken bone, for that first forgotten memory.


Chapter Three

Three months after I met Jonathan, I moved to live with him in his maisonette in Islington. We were young, yes, but we were completely, utterly, entirely in love. It was unexpectedly easy, in a way that something new rarely is. It was lively and exciting, in a way that my simple life rarely was. I had loved living with Marnie – I had been happy – and yet eventually I began to crave something more, something other.

I had spent most of my childhood in a home that seemed loving from the outside but consistently failed to deliver on that promise. My parents were twenty-five years married before they divorced. But they should have separated much sooner, because their squabbling and bickering made our family home intolerable.

The short version is that my father was a philanderer. He had a twenty-year affair with his secretary, and there were many other women who danced in and out of his affections over the course of my parents’ marriage. My sister was four years younger, and so I did what I could to protect her from the noise and the drama and the tension. I took her out and turned the music up and was forever distracting her with promises of something interesting somewhere else. But I suppose that’s another story for another time. What I mean to say is that I – perhaps more than most – was susceptible to the ideals of a romantic love. I adored Marnie. But this new love consumed me completely.

Jonathan and I met on Oxford Street when we were both twenty-two years old. It was six in the evening and we were heading to our respective homes at opposite poles of the city. The station entrances were gated, as they so often are, due to overcrowding on the platforms. The sky was dark, threatening rain, and thick, grey clouds passed quickly over our heads.

Jonathan and I – unbeknownst to one another – were both enmeshed in the crowd queuing to enter the ticket hall. The throng felt like its own person, with its own consciousness, an impatient desire to be anywhere else emanating from us as one. I could feel other bodies invading my own: arms squeezed against mine, thigh on thigh in a way that seemed far too familiar, someone’s chest forced against the back of my head. We were pressed together so tightly that I couldn’t see beyond the back of the man standing in front of me.

Eventually there was a clanging, metal on metal, somewhere up ahead as the gates were opened from the inside. The crowd began to vibrate, readying themselves. The man in front of me – blocking my view – leant forwards and then, as I stepped into his empty space, he staggered back. He bumped into me and I into the person behind. The two sides of the crowd shuffled forwards steadily as we, there in the centre, sent a surge, a rolling wave, pushing the middle in the wrong direction.

‘What the … ?’ I said, regaining my balance.

‘You …’ he said, turning to face me.

I knew. As I had with Marnie. Immediately, I knew. It sounds so stupid, so naïve, I know. People have levied that criticism against me hundreds of times – when I moved in with him, when I agreed to marry him, even on the eve of our wedding. And all I could say in response to them then and all I can say to you now is that I hope that one day you know too.

I suppose that it was different with Marnie. We were both looking for someone. The next seven years at that school were stretching out in front of us and neither one of us wanted to live that alone. The joy we felt at finding one another was heightened by an overwhelming sense of relief.

Whereas with Jonathan … I don’t know. I had never felt like the sort of woman who would fall in love in that way. And so there was no want, no empty space, no something that needed substantiating. I simply saw him and I knew instinctively that I needed to know him better. I could tell you how it felt with words that over the decades have become synonymous with great love, but those truisms were never true for me. The world didn’t fall away beneath my feet; instead I felt solid and substantial in a way that I never had before. There were no trembling hands, no quivering hearts, no faces flushed with pink. There were no butterflies. There was simply the sense that he felt, for me, like the home I’d always needed but never really known.

‘You …’ I said, straightening the lapels of my coat. His eyes were olive green, and as he stared at me, bewildered, I felt this inappropriate urge to lift my palm to his cheek. ‘You just—’

‘My scarf,’ he said, gesturing towards the floor. ‘You stood on my scarf.’

‘I did no such—’ I looked down. I was still standing on the tassels of his navy scarf. ‘Oh,’ I said, quickly stepping aside. ‘Sorry.’

‘You want to fucking get on with it,’ came a voice from behind us, loud and gruff, the voice of the crowd.

‘Yes, right,’ he said, turning around. ‘Sorry.’

He began to shuffle forwards and I followed, smiling in an inane, vacuous way, my face still pressed tightly between his shoulder blades. We stayed like that, forced together, through the ticket hall, down the escalator and towards the platforms. At some point we began talking. And I couldn’t tell you now what we said, but when it was time to separate, him to go north and me to go south, we were squabbling both about the scarf and about a pub that he said didn’t exist.

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said. ‘I’ve been there dozens of times. I could take you there right now.’

‘Okay,’ he replied.

People were rushing around, filtering into two streams, one on either side of us, and dispersing on to the platforms.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘Let’s go,’ he replied.

The pub did exist, as I’d said it would; a traditional wood-panelled, almost-medieval hideaway with low ceilings and an open fire. It was – and still is, although I haven’t been there in years – called the Windsor Castle. It’s ten minutes from Oxford Circus and tucked down a narrow, cobbled street, a welcome nod to an older version of the city that stood long before the towering flagship stores and coffee shops that repeat every hundred metres.

We stayed there for hours, until the landlady rang her bell for last orders, when we trundled back to the ticket hall, now almost empty, and said our goodbyes with kisses – which were entirely out of character – and promises of next time. I felt something shift inside me when he lifted his hands from my hips. As I watched him walk away from me, his dark green coat flapping at his thighs, I knew that I loved him already.

That love is the foundation on which I would have – could have – built a life. There is a version of this world in which Jonathan and I are still together, still smitten. We promised each other an unyielding love, a life that celebrated laughter and a bond that would never for a moment waver. It is sometimes impossible to believe that we failed to deliver on something that once seemed so certain.

He asked me to marry him a year later – to the day – in that very same pub. He knelt awkwardly on one knee and told me that he’d planned a speech, he’d learnt it by heart, but that he couldn’t remember a single word that he’d wanted to say. But he’d love me for as long as he lived, he said, if that was enough for now.

I thought it was more than enough for me.

We were married that autumn in a registry office. We had no guests and we celebrated with the most expensive champagne that the nearest off-licence stocked. We went to the Windsor Castle for our wedding breakfast. It felt only right that it should be the headquarters for all the major milestones of our relationship. I placed our order at the bar, carefully enunciating as I declared that my husband would like a burger. The bartender rolled her eyes but smiled, vaguely amused by this young bride in a pale blue dress and her groom in a green tie. Our desserts – brownies accompanied by vanilla ice cream – were served with ‘Congratulations’ written in chocolate icing around the rim of each plate.

We wheeled our bags to Waterloo and caught the train down to the south coast to stay in a small bed and breakfast in a seaside town called Beer. We arrived late that evening and checked in, announcing in the way that only newlyweds do that the room was booked for Mr and Mrs Black.

‘For Jane?’ said the elderly woman managing the front desk. It was nearly ten o’clock and she was clearly keen that we recognise the inconvenience.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘For Jane Black.’ She could say whatever she liked, do whatever she wanted, and none of it could even begin to scratch at the edges of my happiness.

‘Upstairs, end of the corridor, on the right.’ She held out a small gold key attached by a thin gold chain to a thick wooden slab engraved with the word four. ‘Anything else?’

We shook our heads.

Jonathan carried our bags upstairs, down the hallway and into our room. The floorboards were dark wood and the bedspread embroidered with small pastel flowers. The curtains – the colour of rust – had been drawn closed and a small pink lampshade shone softly in the corner. A miniature bottle of champagne had been left in an ice bucket on an old-fashioned mahogany desk. He popped the cork and poured two glasses, and we toasted our wedding a second time.

We woke the following morning as the sun rose and speckled our bedspread yellow and orange. I remember the warmth of his chest against my back as he bent himself around me, the soft skin of his palm smoothing my stomach and his lips against my shoulder blade. I remember how it felt to be enveloped by him, to be wrapped so safely inside someone else, and the way his hands would turn me towards him, his kisses would shift and solidify, when he wanted something more.

It was only later, when there was a knock at the door and a woman apologetically handed over the towels that should have been left in the bathroom, that we scrambled from the bed and made a plan for the day. I pulled back the curtains and looked out at the sea. It was flattened across the horizon and bordered on either side by white cliffs topped with thick green grass. It was October and yet the sky was bright, cloudless, welcoming.

We pulled on our walking boots and our thick, woollen jumpers.

Outside, the beach was pebbled. I started along the path towards it, towards the sea, towards the waves that rolled inwards, collapsing against the shore.

‘This way,’ called Jonathan, pointing upwards instead at the cliffs above. ‘I think we should go this way.’

And so we climbed the road, marching along the tarmac, past parked cars and curtained windows, until we reached a grassy verge with signs about hours and bank holidays and a small ticket machine.

‘Let’s keep going,’ said Jonathan, weaving through the few parked vans and across the grass.

From then, we walked in silence, sometimes hand in hand, sometimes him in front and me behind, getting distracted by something and then rushing to catch up.

He was always so focused, particularly outdoors, always there with his camera, wanting to see what was further on, around a corner, what might be waiting for him ahead. For me, it was simply wonderful to be so isolated, nothing to hear but the sea crashing against the rocks beneath and the squawk of gulls overhead.

After an hour or so, we approached another seaside village: smaller than Beer, it seemed, but with a car park, a tiny building that housed a few public toilets, and a café with a thatched roof.

‘Perhaps it’s open,’ said Jonathan, and because Jonathan was with me, it was.

He ordered a mug of coffee for himself and, for me, a glass of cold orange juice. We sat outside on a picnic bench and watched the sea as we waited for our bacon sandwiches. Fishermen were huddled together, protecting one another from the wind. I imagined them discussing their catch, the price of cod, their plans for the rest of the day.

After breakfast, we wandered along the beach, the waves swimming in and out, licking at the crevices in each stone and at the soles of our boots. Jonathan spotted a small cutaway in the overgrowth at the foot of the cliff and insisted that we explore further. We pierced the dense shrubs, stepping away from the coast into a forest and zigzagging through thorn bushes and nettles on a narrow mud-pressed path. We climbed higher and higher and still the cliffs were towering above us.

After ten, maybe fifteen minutes, we reached a fork in the trail; the left had steps carved into the slope, the right had a thin path on the very edge of an overhang.

‘Let’s try this,’ said Jonathan, pointing up and to our right.

‘I don’t think so,’ I replied.

He had spent his childhood in the countryside, been raised in mud and hay and knee-high grass. But I wasn’t comfortable in that world. I was mesmerised by the views and the sounds and the endless space, but I felt like an interloper, uneasy and unwelcome.

‘This looks safer,’ I said, gesturing left.

‘Come on,’ he said, and he smiled. ‘You’ll be fine.’

I hesitated. But I was tempted, encouraged by his faith in me, his certainty. I found it so difficult to deny him whatever he wanted. Truthfully? I’d have done almost anything he asked.

I unfurled my fists, stretched out my fingers and stepped one foot towards him, on to the small lip that jutted out from the rocks.

He stepped backwards – so easily, so agile – like a funambulist balancing on a tightrope.

‘There you go,’ he said. ‘You’re doing great.’

The shelf was narrow, less than a foot in width. It was impossible to stand with two feet side by side.

‘Take another step,’ he said.

I heard our future in that moment: Jonathan talking to a child, encouraging him, too. The memory of it, something that hadn’t yet happened, settled within me and made me feel bolder.

‘What are you waiting for? Keep going,’ he insisted. ‘I’ve got you.’

I lifted my back leg and slowly swung it forwards, over the sea below. Finally, my foot found purchase on the ledge and I exhaled.

‘What now?’ I asked. I had twisted, somehow facing the cliff, my chest pressed against it, the backs of my heels resting only on air. ‘How are you doing this?’

‘You can walk normally,’ he said. ‘Or just shuffle along. Try not to overthink it.’

I looked up at him just a few steps ahead. He grinned at me, the beginnings of wrinkles creasing around his eyes and dimples pressing into his cheeks. His hand was stretched out towards me reassuringly, the ring on his finger glinting in the sun. His other hand was holding on to a ridge above us, and I could see a strip of his hip where his T-shirt had lifted from his trousers.

I leant towards him. But then my back foot slipped, and I remember the feeling of dipping, my weight falling down to one side. I remember the air sucked into my lungs, my fingers skimming the rockface, the panic that steamed through me. I felt his hand slam into my back as he pushed me firmly against the rocks and my chin grazed the sharp surface of cliff.

‘You’re fine,’ he said. ‘You’re okay.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘This isn’t safe. We shouldn’t be here.’

My face was stinging and my knees aching from the impact.

‘You’re fine,’ he said. ‘I promise. You’re okay.’

I shook my head vigorously.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Okay. Don’t get upset. Just edge that way.’

I shuffled a few inches to my left, back on to the grassed pathway.

‘There you go,’ he said. ‘Okay?’

I nodded. I held my hand to my chin; I thought it was bleeding, but my fingers came away clean.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll meet you at the top.’

I nodded and he darted upwards.

I said, I know, that I’d have followed Jonathan anywhere and that was true. But there was something about his fearlessness that was so at odds with my innate fearfulness. And, try as I might and try as I did, sometimes fear won out. I opted for the safer route and our paths crossed again a few minutes later, back at the top of the cliffs.

If I had known then that we had just a few months ahead of us, I’d have found the courage to spend those few minutes with him.

There is a tragic irony that – with hindsight – has embedded itself in every fibre of my relationship with Jonathan. We met in a small corner of the city and that place became a fundamental part of how we lived and loved and existed together. Until it became the place where our relationship ended. Jonathan and I fell in love on a corner of Oxford Street and – fatefully – that is where he died.

I can tell you far more about that day then I can about the day we met. I rolled through that dark slideshow, the sequence that led to his death, non-stop for weeks. Sometimes I still do.

Jonathan was running, for the first time, in the London Marathon. We were expecting rain and sleet, insistent winds. But he was excited. He had been training since the autumn; he was used to running in the rain and so he wasn’t concerned.

He was uncontainable that morning, fidgeting and waffling on about something and nothing, his anticipation contagious. We were so ordinary. Our morning was set against a backdrop of alarm clocks and coffee and breakfast and showering and looking for the house keys and almost running late but not quite and the steady, reassuring rhythm of the everyday.

I wanted to share his victory and so I went straight to the Mall. I stood there by the metal barrier waiting for hours and barely noticed the time slipping past. The atmosphere was electric, excitement and nervousness and encouragement sweating from the crowd around me. The elite racers flashed by first – they made it look easy – followed soon after by a few men, and then some women, and then a couple dripping profusely from their faces, their bodies encased within dinosaur costumes.

Jonathan was determined to complete the race in under three hours, and I didn’t doubt that he would do just that. I watched him speed past after two hours and fifty-one minutes and he crossed the finish line just three minutes later.

I have never been destined for great success. I have always worked hard, but never excelled. I have always participated; I’ve never won. But Jonathan did; Jonathan won. He surpassed even his own bold goals.

I was therefore not at all surprised when he was announced as the millionth marathon runner to pass the finish line since the inaugural London Marathon of 1981, and was interviewed for a recorded segment due to be aired that evening on the BBC News. He had always been behind the camera at sporting events, filming for news channels or sports broadcasters, but he was so charming and modest with his answers that day. I remember wondering if he should consider a career in front of the camera rather than behind it.

After his interview, we headed to the Windsor Castle for a quick drink, just the one, to celebrate his success.

We never arrived.

As we threaded our way from the tube station at Oxford Circus towards the narrow, cobbled street, a drunk driver burst across a pedestrian crossing, mowing my husband down.

I can remember him lying there on his back on the pavement. His knee was twisted at a jaunty angle. His eyes were closed, peaceful almost, his chin resting snug against his chest. He was still wearing his black shorts and his tight yellow T-shirt. His rucksack was a metre or two away and the thin foil wrap he’d been given peeped from between the zippers. His bottle of water was rolling – so slowly it seemed, inching like tar – towards the kerb.

A crowd formed, cyclists and pedestrians, but not the driver of the taxi, who remained frozen in his seat.

Jonathan was frozen too, strangely still, too rigid and yet somehow too serene to be asleep. A puddle of blood began to form beneath his cheek, to pool beneath his body.

I remember the ambulance arriving, pulling up beside us, its siren screaming. It was quickly muted; I recall the sudden absence of noise where before it had been deafening, but the flashing continued, red and blue and red and blue. Paramedics jumped from the van, two of them, both dressed in green, and marched towards us, shouting over the bonnet of the ambulance. Everything was unfolding in half time: she snapped on white latex gloves, her right hand first, and then her left, pulling at each fingertip. A bag was swung over his shoulder. There was a policewoman wearing a hat and I can still see her now, gesturing at the crowd to please take a step back, move along now please, nothing at all to see here.

The paramedics fussed around us, taking Jonathan’s pulse, spreading their hands over his body, cutting off his T-shirt, shining a bright white light into his eyes.

‘If you could just …’ the woman said, and I sat back on my heels and out of their way. Their arms stretched around me, the reflective strips of their uniforms redirecting the van’s headlights into my eyes. I squinted and I realised that they were wet.

They slid him on to a stretcher, a strange plastic slab, and lifted him into the back of the ambulance. We crawled through the streets of London and south to St George’s Hospital. The police car followed and the policewoman – still in her hat – reached for my elbow as I stepped down from the back of the ambulance and she sat with me in the waiting room. She told me to keep breathing: in through my nose for six, and hold for six, and then out through my mouth for six. And then she left and then I was all alone, still waiting. It was dark outside when a doctor called me into a side room to tell me what I already knew, to confirm that Jonathan had died.

He offered to call someone for me, and I don’t remember if I answered his question. I left and hailed a cab and recited the address for the flat in Vauxhall. When I arrived, there were three young men in shorts and T-shirts sitting around a picnic table at a pub on the river, gold marathon medals hanging around their necks. A bubble burst within my chest and I pictured Jonathan sitting there with them, his shorts and his T-shirt, his medal, celebrating his victory. I felt bile rising in my throat and I swallowed it because it wasn’t time, this wasn’t real, and yet I couldn’t remember what I ought to be doing or how to be me in that moment.

I sat down against the entrance to the building. I pictured him standing up, rubbing at his elbow, brushing his hands down his chest to release small specks of tarmac. I imagined him shocked, and sort of angry, and a small cut beneath his right eye where he’d landed, but otherwise fine: walking, talking, moving, alive. I closed my eyes and saw his hair, too long, his arms crossed over his chest, and his chin, slightly pointed, freckles scattered on the bridge of his nose, from all those afternoons running for hours in the sunshine.

I retched because it wasn’t real – there was no small cut beneath his eye, no hair too long, no freckles, no more hours of running – and I would never see him again and he would never again be seen and that was simply too big, too impossible, to be a thing.


Chapter Four

For a time, I was winning. And I mean that in the simplest sense of the word. If life is a competition, something that can be lost – and I am certain that it can be lost – then it must also be something that can be won.

Marnie was going on dates with a never-ending barrage of unsuitable men, who drank too much and got stoned in children’s playgrounds at weekends and snorted coke off toilet cisterns, and I was falling in love with a brilliant man. While her university friends were spending their Friday nights in horrible clubs with loud music and neon lights and sticky floors, I was planning a honeymoon. While they grew despondent, lamenting the failure of yet another dead-end relationship, drowning their heartbreak in gin and feeding it takeout, I was married. I had a husband. And – even better than that – I really, truly loved him. They were arguing over small bedrooms and split bills and spilt milk, tackling the build-up of pubic hair in the drain, the shower overflowing, the piles of dirty dishes sitting just above the dishwasher. Whereas I was living in a lovely maisonette with high ceilings and big windows. I had paint samples in patches on the walls and framed prints propped against the fireplace, waiting to be hung.

Marnie had handed in her notice. Others were being made redundant and sometimes fired and bitching about their bosses and the menial tasks that made up their day-to-day: fetching coffees and booking taxis and ordering reams of paper for the printer. I was being promoted. I had started in an administrative role for an online retailer – they sold everything: books, toys, electronics – and they offered me a position in a new team sourcing furniture. I was in a role that I liked, in a job that I felt had a future, in a growing company.

I was better than all of them. I was happier than all of them.

I suppose I liked that I had found love first. I feel uncomfortable saying that now, because it sounds so stupid, so childish, but it’s the truth and that’s what I’ve promised you.

Marnie was the first of us to find a boyfriend. We were thirteen and Richard was a year older. His parents were divorced and he lived with his mother. He had bright orange hair and his cheeks were speckled with freckles. He and Marnie went to the cinema and their fingers touched in a box of popcorn halfway through and they held hands for the rest of the film. She went to his house for their second date and his mum cooked them chicken nuggets. But Richard broke up with Marnie the following day. He had decided that he had feelings for another girl in our year – I think her name was Jessica – whose hair was similarly orange and who was consequently much more compatible.

I was determined that I, too, needed a first boyfriend and so, in the midst of Marnie’s heartbreak, I negotiated a date with a boy called Tim. We didn’t go to the cinema, but instead on a walk and he bought me an ice cream and I was quite sure that I had found my soulmate. It helped that he was, by quite some margin, more attractive than any of the boys that my classmates had dated. He increased my popularity dramatically and suddenly I was very much the go-to for everyone’s dating conundrums. Unfortunately, I wasn’t having quite such a positive influence on his reputation, so he called things off after a week and a half.

Marnie and I grieved together, determined never to fall in love again and to become lesbians instead.

Which in itself is sort of curious, don’t you think? Already we were very aware that a simple friendship wouldn’t suffice into adulthood, that it wouldn’t be enough. We knew – from our early teenage years – that romantic love would always become the most important.

I couldn’t tell you quite when everything changed. For years – over a decade – we were at the epicentre of each other’s lives. We told each other everything, and that included boys and then men, and dating and then sex, and relationships and then love. And then, at some point, a chasm opened between us and our romantic lives became something that existed outside of our friendship. It was something we filtered in conversation, pulling out highlights or updates, rather than living through it together.

I suppose this too was a situation of my own making. Did I tell her how it felt to fall in love with Jonathan? Did I tell her how it felt that first night? I don’t think that I did.

Instead, I abandoned her. I had been to visit Jonathan after work, and he had cooked me dinner, and commented on all the spare storage in that flat, the empty shelves, the half-filled drawers, and he’d asked if I’d like to fill them. The promise of a home like that – a home with him – was simply too enticing.

‘I’m moving out,’ I said to Marnie when I returned that evening.

‘Oh, right?’ she said, distracted. She was sitting on our blue and white sofa, her slippered feet on the coffee table, drumming her fingers against the keys of her new laptop. She had recorded her first video the previous evening: her recipe for carbonara, which had always been my favourite. ‘This is just impossible,’ she said. ‘How do I … ?’ She picked up her phone and began stabbing her thumbs furiously into the screen.

‘With Jonathan,’ I said.

‘When’s that?’ she replied.

‘Tomorrow,’ I said.

She looked up. ‘What?’ Her forehead was creased with confusion. ‘Tomorrow? But you’ve only just met him.’

‘It’s been three months,’ I replied.

‘But that’s nothing!’

I shrugged. ‘It’s something to me.’

‘Oh,’ she said quietly. ‘And you’re sure?’ She closed the screen of her laptop. ‘It has to be tomorrow?’

I nodded.

It would be easy to look back now and judge myself for moving too fast, for being too eager, but the truth is that I wouldn’t change a thing.

She helped me to pack my bags and she gave me a set of sharp knives, a casserole dish the size of a cauldron, and a red dinnerware set. ‘Because you’re going to have to learn to cook,’ she said. ‘You can’t live off beans and toast.’

‘I’ll be back at mealtimes,’ I joked.

‘I hope you will,’ she said. ‘I’ll have no one to cook for without you here.’

I wondered at the time if she was indulging me, if she thought I’d return in a couple of weeks. But I don’t know now that she was. I think she understood that this was my next step, the start of something new.

I watched as she wrapped an old Evening Standard around a set of red ramekins that I knew I’d never use. She set them down on the side and sighed. ‘You’re sure about this?’ she asked. ‘Because you know I think he’s great, and I promise I’m asking this for you and not for me, but this is quick, and are you sure, are you definitely sure?’

‘I am,’ I said, and I was.

‘I’ll miss you,’ she said.

‘I know,’ I replied. ‘Me, too.’

A bubble of tears rose in my throat as I thought of all the things I’d miss: her brightly coloured socks drying on the radiator, cling-filmed leftovers waiting for me in the fridge, smiley faces drawn in the mist on the bathroom mirror. I swallowed it and I smiled, and she took my hands in hers and squeezed them tightly.

The first weeks felt a little frantic as I tried to be everything to both of them. I didn’t want Marnie to feel that I loved her any less – because I didn’t – and yet I so wanted Jonathan to know that I was his completely. When Marnie’s grandmother died, just a few weeks later, she called me in tears in the middle of the night. I got dressed and fumbled my way on to the street and into a taxi, and I was at the old flat in less than thirty minutes. I think, after that, she knew that she only ever had to ask, that I’d always be there, just as I’d always been before.

Marnie and Jonathan became good friends. She had never been taught to cycle as a child, and he took it upon himself to show her how. He gave her one of his old bikes and she liked that it was built for a man. She taught him how to cook carbonara. She had tried to teach me, she said, but it was too thankless a task, and so she was going to share her culinary secrets with him instead.

We worked perfectly as a trio. Jonathan had so many hobbies – cycling and camping and climbing – and I had only Marnie. So when he spent the weekend in the countryside in a tent that flapped in the wind with spiders in his sleeping bag and shoes damp from the rain, I stayed in the old flat, cosy and warm with my very best friend. Those few years were the greatest of my life. It was such a joy to discover that I was worthy – and capable, too – of two great loves.

When Jonathan died, I thought that our friendship would snap back into the thing that it had been before. It didn’t quite. I don’t know if it was his absence, but everything in my life felt emptier.

I missed so many things while I was with him. I didn’t see a cloud for over two years; I was always blinded by blue. I found joy in stupid places: in children walking slowly, and dogs barking in the park, and the light of the moon through my blinds late at night. I thought that his eyes were green like an olive. And yet I haven’t found an olive as beautiful since. Each laugh is hard won. Each smile is fleeting. Every ache feels eternal. My ability to take the good and the bad of this world and to balance
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