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			Dedication

			For Cora

		

		
			Epigraphs

			The more perfect a person is on the outside, the more demons they have on the inside.

			Sigmund Freud

			n: perfect binding: a way of making a magazine in which the pages are stuck together with glue rather than sewn or stapled together, generally used for more upmarket titles. Also known as square-backed.

			adj: perfect bound

			Even if they are a crowd of sorrows, who violently sweep your house empty of its furniture, still, treat each guest honourably. He may be clearing you out for some new delight.

			Rumi

		

		
			PROLOGUE

			Standfirst

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			A Letter from the Editor

			2 January 2017 – The Lake District

			The side of the HGV rears up like an iceberg. Crashing is inevitable. I will be blown apart by the force of impact, shattering into a thousand pieces. Even if I survive, I will never be the same person again. But I know I will not survive. I don’t even want to. Why should I be saved when I haven’t been able to save those I love?

			My right foot jerks, stamping uselessly on the brake. I fling forward hard as if restrained by a seat belt, followed by a ricochet back against the headboard of my bed.

			A deafening bang, the ear-splitting screech of metal on metal, then terrifying silence. There is a man lying in the road who I assume is dead. I open my eyes, sit up in bed, snapping on the lights; he is still there in my peripheral vision, on the floor of my hotel room. If I was asleep before – and I don’t think I was – I am wide awake now. But the living nightmare spools on. I smell petrol, mingling with the damp grass on the central reservation of the dual carriageway, and burning rubber as the cars behind me skid to a halt. Although some part of me understands that none of this is real, that knowledge alone is not enough to halt the hallucinations, a dystopian vision of carnage invading this country house hotel. I shrink back in horror as the roses on the wallpaper melt, red gore dripping down the walls.

			I hear screams, heart-rending cries of pain and despair, even more shocking when I realise they are coming from me. I can’t seem to silence them, so I bury my face in the pillow trying not to disturb the other hotel guests.

			My heart bangs in my chest; I struggle to breathe. The harder I try to resist the ghosts of my past life crowding around me, the more insistent they become, begging me to pay attention to them. I brace my body against their onslaught only to feel the bed bucking and rocking underneath me as if in the grip of demonic possession. I cling on tight to stop myself being flung to the floor.

			And, this is how, crouching in a kneeling position, both hands clamped onto the headboard, my face buried in the pillows, I pass the endless hours until morning.

			Daylight mercifully chases away the terrors. It doesn’t occur to me to call for help – or even tell anyone what I have gone through. This is not the first time I have spent such a night, although I don’t usually experience flashbacks of such intensity – not just the sights but the sounds and even the smells. I am fairly sure I am losing my mind – but I will think about that later. Right now, I need to focus on the task of how to get home. There really was a crash yesterday evening, the second one in just over two months, and my car is stranded – undriveable – half in and half out of a ditch near the hotel, where I am staying overnight to break the solo drive back from Scotland. I ring the AA and give them my details. Yes, I say, a lone woman with two dogs. I wait for them to arrive.

			A short time later my husband finally responds to the panicky text I sent him the night before. I tell him I am making the 250-mile journey home on an AA truck. He says he has only just picked up my message. He is on the south coast, cold-water training and sharing a room with Nick, a fellow open-water swimmer. He turned his phone off so as not to disturb his companion. I think that makes sense – especially as he is waiting to help me, full of concern, when I finally arrive home with my dogs at 10 p.m. that night. I am clearly in shock, not thinking straight, I tell myself.

			Deep down I know there is something terribly wrong with my brain, my life, or my marriage. I don’t know which, maybe it’s all three, but in any case, I refuse to look too closely. So, in the morning, I do what I always do, what I have done whenever my home life becomes too complicated to endure. I go to work. For more than two decades, I have edited some of the most famous magazines in Britain: planning the content, commissioning writers, directing photographers, approving the layouts and checking proofs. I write many of the headlines and standfirsts – the paragraph in bold type directly under the headline explaining what is to come. Sometimes I contribute an article as well if deadlines allow. But there are two jobs I never delegate. I always write the coverlines myself, the most important 50 or so words for any magazine. And every one of the hundreds of editions I produced opened with a ‘letter from the editor’, a personal message from me to millions of readers, usually recounting an incident from my own life, to set the tone for the issue. It was invariably upbeat, so I never relayed this story, the one I am about to tell you, because it took me years to process. That night in the hotel in the Lake District I had no idea what was happening. I didn’t know that my successful, perfectly bound life was about to unravel so fast it would make your head spin.

			Two months earlier, 30 October 2016 – Essex

			It is Sunday evening, dark, the night before Hallowe’en. I am driving the route I have taken many times from visiting my mother but now want to get home in time to have dinner and prepare for a busy week ahead, working at the job I adore. My career has spanned many well-known magazines – Cosmopolitan, Esquire, Honey, She, Prima – but Good Housekeeping is my pride and joy. Bringing this grand old lady into the twenty-first century is how I made my name and my reputation, granting me access to A-listers, front-row seats at fashion shows, interviews with politicians and royals. On my watch it has become the biggest-selling lifestyle magazine in Britain.

			The road is smooth and dry, not too much traffic. Forty minutes earlier, I put the bigger of my two dogs, Belle, in the back of the car. My mother kissed me goodbye, telling me not to worry about Scarlet, still a puppy, who can’t be looked after by our regular dog-walker while I am at work. We had whiled away the afternoon, drinking tea and chatting in the easy way we have always done, until I realised that I needed to leave to get home in time for supper with my husband, who stayed at home to watch the football on TV.

			The first half-hour of my journey takes me along narrow country lanes. I grew up in this part of Essex, a finger of agricultural land sandwiched between the rivers Crouch and Blackwater. Although the towns of Southend and Colchester are only a few miles away in either direction as the crow flies, there are no bridges over the rivers that form this peninsula. Laborious road journeys and infrequent public transport have left this part of the county largely untouched by the East End overspill that dominates much of the county. Here, the arable fields stretch for thousands of acres, as flat as the Netherlands, which is just 100 miles to the east across the North Sea; only wind turbines puncture the overarching sky. In Anglo-Saxon times it was known as the Dengie Hundred; the name persists but now those of us who hail from there refer to it simply as the Dengie.

			The car radio tuned to Magic FM is playing Cockney Rebel – that was our music growing up. With my schoolfriend Christina, I went to see them in concert when I was just a Judy Teen myself, wearing a black charity shop dress; I thought Steve Harley was singing directly to me. Now in middle age, married to my second husband for 12 years, in a job I adore, my daughter embarking on the career of her choice, my life stretches out before me in an orderly way – straight and smooth as the dual carriage I merge onto, the Southend Arterial which bleeds from Essex into London. I sing along to the radio as I drive, not registering that the song is about betrayal.

			Belle lies quiet in her crate in the boot of the car.

			I overtake a lorry and see another lorry up ahead, which I will go past in plenty of time before the slip road for the M25. I have had a clean licence for decades now, but even so, I drive as if I have an instructor next to me narrating the driving conditions. Not for me the speeding tickets or bus lane infringements of more confident drivers; I am travelling – as is usual on this familiar road – at a steady 69 mph.

			Then without warning, the very rules that govern the universe are upended. The lorry in front has crossed into my lane. He has not simply pulled out in front of me: the cab – and this is bizarre – is at right angles to the road. I watch from a place outside myself as the container slides around behind the cab in a wide balletic arc.

			Time really does slow almost to a standstill. Reality is suspended. My first reaction is not fear but incredulity as my slo-mo brain brings up the scene from Fantasia with the hippos dancing. In the rear-view mirror I see the cars behind sliding slowly towards me, towards each other. Nothing is where it should be.

			An image from my driving test more than 30 years previously pops into my head. The examiner, like a walrus in a brown raincoat, smacking his clipboard against the windscreen to indicate an emergency stop.

			I stamp on the brake, holding tight to the steering wheel. Don’t steer while you’re braking, says the driving instructor/narrator in my head.

			Foot off brake. Steer onto central reservation. Brake again.

			I take my foot off the brake and the car mounts the grass verge dividing the carriageways. Brake again. The giant side of the lorry fills the windscreen. I will either smash headlong into it or flip over onto the opposite carriageway into the path of oncoming traffic. Brake. Release. Steer again.

			The impact, when it comes, is almost a relief.

			Am I alive? I don’t actually know.

			I brace for the moment as the car behind crashes into me. But it doesn’t come.

			Turn the ignition off. The car might still explode. I open the driver’s door and scramble out. I can smell the crushed grass beneath my feet. Does that mean I’m alive?

			The carriageway looks like a vision of hell. The lorry is straddling across both lanes. All around, cars are scattered like Tonka toys, drivers and passengers spilling out of them disoriented, stumbling about like zombies. Horns blare. There is shouting some way off. The driver of the lorry, a tall thin man with a navy cap on his head, stands shoulders hunched by his vehicle and places his hands over his eyes. His mate, broader, not quite so tall, stands protectively beside him talking in an Eastern European language. Ahead of us the road is empty, all those other drivers rushing to their destinations, oblivious of the carnage they missed by milliseconds. And there on the carriageway about 20 metres in front of the broken lorry lies the body of a man. I can’t work out where he has come from. It looks as if he has fallen from the sky.

			Where is his car? There isn’t one. Is he a motorcyclist? No motorbike either. Or helmet. A pedestrian? But this is a dual carriageway with no pavements, nothing but trees on either side. I think he must be dead but then he moves, groans.

			I have absolutely no idea what is happening. I think, perhaps, I’m the one who is dead.

			I must call my husband and let him know.

			I get out my phone but my fingers are numb and I can’t seem to operate it.

			The driver from a car behind takes it out of my hand, slides the screen to camera and starts photographing the front of my car crumpled underneath the wheel of the lorry. I will need the pictures for the insurance claim he tells me.

			Belle!

			I run to the back of the car and she is trembling but unharmed in her travel crate. I think about getting her out but there are cars manoeuvring all around and she seems safer where she is. I don’t think there will be an explosion now.

			A woman in a hi-vis jacket, with long, un-brushed hair, pushes through.

			‘Off-duty Met officer. Emergency services are on their way.’

			She stops by me.

			‘BMW driver?’

			I start to say something. I have no idea what.

			‘Stop talking. You’re in shock. Go and sit down over there.’

			Obediently, I go and sit by the side of the road. Gradually people from the other cars come and join me. We are lined up on the hard shoulder. I suspect we may all be dead. Everyone dies. I have been waiting for this moment for 18 years. This is almost certainly what the after-life will be like – a queue of dazed souls waiting to tell their tale to St Peter at the Pearly Gates.

			As if on cue, the angels arrive. Hell’s Angels weaving their motorcycles through the scattered vehicles. Stopping to proffer advice. Clearing a path for two police cars and an ambulance.

			Hell’s Angels are old these days. One with a long, grizzled beard and a grey plait escaping from under his old-style helmet pulls up by me.

			‘Take it easy love. They won’t get to you for a while. They talk to the people who can get away first. He points at the lorry driver. He’s in for the night.’

			My fingers eventually start working again and I am able to open my phone and speak to my husband.

			‘I’ll call a recovery truck for you,’ he says. ‘They’ll bring you home and take the car on to a garage.’

			An hour passes, it’s getting cold. My coat is in the car. I worry about Belle but it still feels safer to leave her there. All attention is on the man in the road, who is still moving and groaning. His grey trousers are ripped and I see shabby loose underpants and pallid flesh. Braces are put around his head and neck before – infinitely slowly and ever so gently – he is lifted onto a stretcher. No one thinks to check me or the lorry driver for injuries, we are still capable of walking and talking while the man in the road hovers between life and death.

			‘Street lights are out here,’ the grizzled Angel says. ‘Be sure to tell them that. It’s why they do it here. Everywhere else is too brightly lit.’

			Who does what, where? And why? I still can’t process what has happened. It will be at least a week before I understand that the man lying on the road attempted to take his own life by throwing himself in front of the lorry on this unlit stretch of dual carriageway. He failed because of a million to one chance. That we all – me, the lorry driver, his mate and the people in the cars behind me – survived is nothing short of a miracle. I am unable to process the conflicting facts that I have been in a head-on collision with a lorry at 69 mph and I don’t have a scratch on me – physically, at any rate.

			My phone rings. The recovery truck can’t get to you, my husband says. Road closed in both directions. He tells me he has phoned my daughter, Hope, and she is leaving work in Oxfordshire; she will drive around the M25, going close by our house, from where I assume my husband is calling, to come and get me. It doesn’t occur to me to wonder why he doesn’t come and get me himself.

			It’s my turn to talk to the police. I sit in the patrol car, which is warm after the roadside, and littered with coffee cups and takeaway wrappers.

			Name, address, date of birth, car registration. My details are radioed over to be fed into a computer somewhere else. Then I am breathalysed. I’m clear, not surprisingly – I have been drinking tea with my mother. Then there’s a swab to test for drugs. Which ones I don’t know. When that’s clear, too, also unsurprisingly, the police officer visibly relaxes and tells me his name is Jason.

			I make a statement which he writes down in clear round script.

			‘How are you getting home,’ he asks.

			‘My daughter – or the recovery truck, or …’ I have no idea.

			‘Your car is a crime scene,’ he says. ‘We’ll need it for forensics.’ I realise this is because the pedestrian is very likely to die. People who are hit by lorries usually do. The police officer suggests we walk together to my car so he can retrieve my belongings. Despite my lingering shock, I understand on a deep level that in this melee and confusion the police have to work on the basis that anyone involved could be either culprit or victim, or both. It’s a distinction that will return to haunt me.

			‘I need to get my dog, she’s in the back of my car.’

			‘You get her – she might be upset,’

			I realise he’s worried she might bite.

			‘But I have to get everything else.’ He means so I can’t tamper with evidence. It would be a physical impossibility given the relative positions of my car, the lorry and the pedestrian for me to have been the cause of the crash, but I understand the need for caution – assume nothing, that’s what the police must do – even though it means the tow truck won’t now arrive to take me home.

			Belle jumps out of her little cell into my arms. The police officer gives me my coat, my handbag.

			My phone rings. It’s my daughter. The roads are gridlocked for miles, she is on her way but how does she get to me?

			The policeman takes my phone out of my hand and gives her precise directions that I am still too dazed to follow. Then I get in the squad car again, in the back this time amid a pile of hi-vis jackets, because of the dog. I don’t think I have ever before this night sat in a police car; I also have no idea how soon it will be before I am back in one. All I know is the now and the past – and that is bad enough. Jason drives up the empty carriageway, off down an on-ramp and to a brightly lit service station. And there he leaves me.

			The dog needs a drink. I’m thirsty, too, and I need to pee badly, but I can’t take the dog inside the service station where the toilets are because there is food on sale. I am a law-abiding person, so even though I have been in a head-on collision I still worry about food hygiene regulations at a service station.

			Then, out of nowhere, my Angel turns up, the grizzled Hell’s Angel. He holds the dog while I go to pee then buys me hot chocolate because sugar is good for shock and the woman behind the counter brings out a bowl of water for the dog and something for me to sit on.

			Leaning on the handlebars of his Harley-Davidson he talks to me in calm, reassuring tones, telling me about his wife. And his dog, which is a cockerpoo, the same breed as mine. He tells me his name but I can’t remember it now. I am embarrassed that I appear to be in need of care because I have always prided myself on powering through, on being strong. He refuses to leave my side until my daughter arrives, white-faced and tearful, to collect me in her little black Mini.

			Hope is shattered when we get home, and goes straight to bed. My husband hugs me tight but doesn’t stay up late going over the details. I understand, I am still talking like a robot. As the Met officer said – shut up, you’re in shock. I will discover a lot about the effects of shock and trauma in the coming months, learning that in times of great stress blood is diverted away from the brain and other parts of the body to fuel the muscles for the classic fight or flight or for the other more obscure reactions – freeze and fawn. So it doesn’t occur to me to ask why he didn’t come with Hope to rescue me – or just come and get me himself?

			I am Alice falling down the rabbit hole.

			I take one of the sleeping tablets I have been prescribed for jet lag and by the time I wake up the next morning Mark has gone for a swim, then on to work. Hope is working a late shift today and still at home. ‘Get up,’ she says. ‘You’re going for a drive.’ She puts me in the driving seat of her Mini and we drive round and round a nearly empty supermarket car park until she is satisfied that I will get my confidence back.

			I call in sick for one day, explaining that I have been in a car crash and am unhurt but a bit shaken, and then on the Tuesday head into work at the usual time. The offices are in London’s Soho, just off Carnaby Street; the luxury department store Liberty is my corner shop. I have cleaved to my work throughout the darkest periods of my life. I love the camaraderie of magazines and the teamwork involved in creating something that will be read and enjoyed by one and a half million women every month. I even love the deadlines, that sense of all pulling together to create something both useful and inspiring, sending it off the press, a brief pause then doing it all over again, month in, month out. We are putting the finishing touches to the January issue of Good Housekeeping, which in the bizarre calendar of magazines will be on the news-stands before Christmas. Celebrity chef Jamie Oliver is our cover star, in a red sweater with a string of red and green light bulbs around his neck. I had it in mind that was the image I wanted to capture at the photoshoot back in the summer but wasn’t sure how he would take to being decked in fairy lights. Naturally, as the editor, I had to be the one to broach it with him. But Jamie is easy-going and fun, we had met several times before and he trusted me not to make him look foolish. While the shot was being set up, we talked about our children and I tell him that my daughter has become a chef, which pleased him.

			Most of the staff work in an open-plan space, but I have my own corner office, painted white, with an intimidatingly large desk, also white. Along the length of one wall is floor-to-ceiling shelving, just as you would find in WH Smith, with all the current British women’s magazines arranged as they would be in store. On the deep window ledges are ranged the many awards I have won during my long career, twice named Editor of the Year; a life-time achievement award from the British Society of Magazine Editors; plexiglass trophies for excellence in beauty journalism and interiors photography, for creating a record-breaking website and for pioneering racial awareness in the popular media. I sit at my desk and try to write my editor’s letter for January, which will inevitably be about New Year resolutions, then abandon it for a meeting with an executive visiting from our head office in New York. She is warm and friendly, we have known each other for years, but my head is ringing with the sound of tearing metal. After she departs, I close my office door and carefully position my back to the panes of glass, so I can cry without my team seeing their cool, confident boss fall apart.

			The next day, Wednesday, I wake up with tears pouring down my face. I can’t go to work like this – there aren’t enough discreet places to weep, so I go to the GP’s surgery. Dr B is young with swingy brown hair. She is very popular but only works a few days a week, so I am lucky to land an emergency appointment with her. She listens to my account of the crash and diagnoses acute post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), not surprising, she adds, given what happened. She explains that the normal bodily response to severe threat is the famous ‘flight-or-fight’ reaction. But in the modern world, after a trauma like a road traffic accident there can be no fighting or running away, both of which would help dissipate the stress hormones released by deadly peril. Instead, there is sitting by the side of the road, waiting to give your statement to the police trying to piece together what happened, and wondering why you are still alive. She tells me the current thinking is that a short course of tranquillisers will give the brain the space it needs to process the trauma and hands me a prescription.

			Back home I take the Valium and lie drowsily on my bed for more than a week. I am in the past, reliving not only recent events but the deaths of those I loved years before this. And I feel something else, too: shame. I am so used to being in control that it appals me that a road accident – dramatic as it was – has brought me this low when I have survived so much that was worse.

			The police close their report. The pedestrian – they tell me his real name but I am going to call him Peter Swift – spends six weeks in hospital recovering from his injuries. He is in no fit state to be prosecuted for causing the accident, nor does he have any assets for the insurance companies to go after. I assumed the BMW would be written off. One side was completely stoved in under the lorry, but the £70,000 car was nearly brand new and the insurers were convinced it could be rebuilt for less than half the replacement cost, so, technically, not a write-off. I argued with them but got nowhere. I was busy, so much to catch up with at work when I returned nine days later, and they were a reputable company – I had no reason to doubt them. The Beamer was repaired and returned to me. It looked as good as new.

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			New Year, New You

			Christmas 2016: Two months after the crash

			It’s tough keeping the editorial team motivated and their minds on spring looks and Easter baking when outside the office are the lights of Carnaby Street and throngs of Christmas shoppers. Magazines like Good Housekeeping work to long lead times, which meant I needed to send the March 2017 issue to press before I could finish work for Christmas. And in the digital era, it’s still December on the website. My brain hurts from flipping back and forth between the spring of print and the digital festive season.

			Also, I am sleeping less and less, even by my standards as someone who has never spent much time asleep anyway. And when I do nod off the nightmares begin. My first family, the husband and child I lost two decades ago, visit me in the small hours. They are alive to me, breathing still. I both crave their touch and fear it. I wake agitated in the small hours, ashamed that I don’t want to be with them. I am, above all, ashamed that I am alive, which emerges as constant irritation with the living, storms of unreasonable weeping, descending into temper tantrums. The only thing that’s keeping me going is the thought that directly after celebrating Christmas at home, Mark, Hope and I will pile into the car and head to Scotland for New Year with our friends Alastair and Fiona. They were trainees on the same journalism training scheme in the West Country as my first husband John and me and we became such firm friends that, when we moved to London to pursue Fleet Street careers, we even bought flats just a few doors apart in the same north London street. Our children are of similar age and when they all started doing exams and needed somewhere to revise over the holidays away from distraction, they began renting a remote hunting lodge in Scotland and inviting others to join them. It’s an eight-hour drive from our home in Hertfordshire and every year since, we have made the journey as a family, Mark and I taking turns with the driving; Hope and the dogs in the back, with all the luggage piled in the boot.

			Even now, the children all grown and embarking on careers, we all still make the journey to this Scottish retreat, spending our days on long walks with the dogs or reading in companionable silence in front of an open fire. Peat-brown water gushes from the taps to fill old enamel baths; outside is a Game of Thrones wilderness – inside we are warm and safe from the storms. I feel cared for here, in a way I rarely feel at home now. The short break will set me up for another 12 months: ‘New Year, New You’, as the coverline on the current issue of Good Housekeeping reads.

			My need to escape to the Scottish wilderness feels even more urgent this year. In the eight weeks that have passed since crashing my car on the Southend Arterial, I have been weepy and bad tempered, so I am shocked and hurt when just before Christmas Mark announces he doesn’t want to go.

			‘You can’t pull out now,’ I snap. ‘We can stay home next year if you like – but we’re already committed this year.’

			I do at least have the courtesy to ask him what he wants to do instead of going to Scotland for New Year. ‘If you’re suggesting Paris or Venice,’ I snarl, ‘then you might have a point.’

			‘Cold water swim training, off the south coast …’

			Mark and his passions, the latest being open-water swimming; before that it was fishing, competing in triathlons and running the London Marathon. I have my work, I don’t do hobbies, and if I did there’s no way any of them would involve getting in the icy sea. Spending New Year in an Airbnb with a group of people I have never met doesn’t appeal.

			So, on 28 December 2016, Hope and I make the 500-mile journey without Mark, in the newly repaired BMW. And it is fine. Some people might have problems about getting back to driving after such an alarming freak accident, but I am a past master at putting unpleasant thoughts out of my mind. If I don’t want to think about something, then I don’t. I do this so naturally and frequently that I am sometimes at a loss to understand why everyone else doesn’t have this same ability. Only much, much later, after the loss of nearly everything I hold dear, do I discover this superpower is, in fact, a trauma response known as ‘dissociation’. But for now, I am driving confidently and know the route well from making so many trips over the years.

			My friends are surprised that Mark has not come with us. In the 12 years since our wedding they have become very fond of him. ‘Do you think he’s become addicted to exercise,’ Alastair asks? We decide this is probably the case. We think we know all about addiction, what with Ali’s long-ago breakdown due to alcohol. It doesn’t occur to anyone, least of all me, that I might be addicted to work – even as I while away the wintery afternoons of this supposedly relaxing break writing a 3,000-word article for the Daily Telegraph.

			The Lodge is in what was former Liberal-Democrat leader Charles Kennedy’s parliamentary constituency and we always spent time with him before his tragic alcohol-related death in June 2015, at the age of 55. This New Year’s Eve we make a pilgrimage to his grave on a hillside overlooking Loch Arkaig. Ali and Fiona know the remote location but can’t give clear directions to the rest of us, so we drive there in convoy, Alastair leading the way, taking his bagpipes to lament our lost friend.

			We stop the cars in Fort William where I buy yellow roses to put on the grave before setting off again in our convoy. But as we snake down the single-track roads, pulling into passing places for oncoming traffic, slowing down for sheep that make suicidal dashes into our paths, I somehow lose the rest of our party. I don’t know where I took a wrong turn but I am driving endlessly round and round in a landscape of brown ferns, centuries-old oaks and tumble-down stone walls covered with moss and lichen.

			I am alone in the car; Hope took the sleeper train yesterday evening back down south to be home in time for a New Year’s Eve shift at the restaurant where she is working. The roses drip onto the empty passenger seat of the BMW. Eventually, I give up, pull off the road by a waterfall flush with melted snow and cry as I have cried every day since the crash. It has become part of my daily routine.

			I cry for Charles and for all the friends and family who have died too soon. And I cry for myself because I am lost and alone on New Year’s Eve. Eventually I restart the car and drive some more. I don’t manage to find the grave, ending up, after driving around for what seems like hours half blinded by snow flurries, back at the lodge. Somewhere I took a wrong turn in my life – and I have no idea how to find myself again.

			Two days later, I set out alone apart from the dogs on the long drive home.

			The 2 January is a Bank Holiday in Scotland, so the ferry isn’t running, which means I have to drive the long way around the loch, past Fort William where I fill up with fuel and buy water and a cheese sandwich that I can eat as I drive. The narrow part of the A82 takes me back through Glencoe, with its perilous drops by the side of the road. When I reach Crianlarich there are severe weather warnings on the radio, so I don’t risk the usual route along Loch Lomond but take the road through Calendar instead, remembering that this is the way Mark brought me when I needed to go to hospital in Edinburgh the year I was having chemotherapy. And then I don’t think any more, I need to concentrate on the road in these winter conditions. At Stirling, I join the motorway system that takes me down through Ayrshire, then into England and the M6.

			The dogs are quiet in their crates in the back. They travel well this way, even Belle who, like me, shows no apparent after-effects of the crash.

			It is raining now and the windscreen wipers are going double speed. Am I nervous? I don’t think so. The car feels as good as new. I pull into the middle lane of the motorway to overtake lorries, unafraid that they will swerve in front of me. The lorry that hit me wasn’t pulling out, it wasn’t driver error – but a freak accident caused by an attempted suicide. What are the chances of that happening again? I push from my mind the one in a million occurrences that have already happened in my life, deciding that whatever Mark’s reasons for refusing to accompany me, making this trip on my own has been good for me.

			At junction 40, I leave the motorway and nose the car along the winding lanes towards Grasmere where I have booked a room to spend the night, because it would not be safe to do the whole 10-hour drive in one day. It is pitch dark with no street lighting as I negotiate the last bends before arriving in the hotel car park.

			I flick the indicator prior to turning into a narrow side road, my mind jumping ahead to the country house hotel which looked so welcoming on the website. I am thinking of a hot bath, maybe, no definitely, a glass of wine … Except I don’t. Instead of obediently taking the corner, the giant German car thunders onwards. I wrestle with the steering wheel but nothing happens. Oh no, please God, not again. Here I am in the driving seat and once more unable to avert disaster. I stamp on the brake as I did in the crash only weeks before and come to a halt skewed across the lane.

			I think I must be imagining things. I turn off the engine and then restart it. The expensive car is so sound-proofed that I need to wind down the window to hear the purr of the six cylinder engine. I try again to turn into the driveway but the car goes straight forwards half into a ditch.

			I can’t turn the steering wheel.

			A young couple drive up behind me, waiting to get into the car park. I get out and explain my problem. ‘I think the steering may have gone,’ I say. ‘I was in a crash a few weeks ago, it was supposed to be mended but …’

			The man gets in the driving seat and tries to steer. He can’t manage it either. No one can get in or out of the car park.

			Somehow the couple and I push the heavy car clear of the entrance, leaving it skewed even more in the ditch.

			I thank them profusely and send a panicky text to Mark saying that I have broken down. What should I do? Can he give me the number for the AA? My brain is working so slowly, it doesn’t occur to me to look it up online. But my husband will come to my rescue, it’s what he has always done in the past. It’s why I married him. While I wait for his reply, I check into the hotel and explain why my car is partially blocking their car park. I am outwardly calm and when I see the young couple on their way to dinner, I offer to buy them a drink to thank them for their help, but they demur. I can’t go into the restaurant with the dogs, so I sit in the bar to eat supper and wait for my husband to respond.

			I wonder if Mark will offer to drive up to the Lakes to help me? That would be like him, I decide. The man who saved me from the loneliness and despair after the deaths of my first husband and eldest child would definitely do that. And the Lake District is one of our special places – only a few weeks earlier we had a mini-break there so he could swim in Lake Windermere. Afterwards we shared a massage in our room and sat in the outdoor Jacuzzi drinking champagne with the snow falling on our naked shoulders. Before making our way to the restaurant we asked a waiter to take a photo of us, arms entwined around each other sitting beside a Christmas tree; it is the screensaver on my phone. Of course he will come and get me.

			I ring Hope. She is worried but relieved I am safe. My mother calls to find out how the journey is going and is distressed to hear about the steering failure: ‘What if it had happened on the motorway, or driving through Glencoe?’

			‘I know,’ I say. ‘But what didn’t happen, didn’t happen.’ Fiona rings. Other friends call. A second potentially fatal car crash in two months, what is happening to me?

			I need to be practical and work out what to do about the car, but I can’t seem to find the number for the AA. I decide to think about it in the morning and try to sleep. And that’s when the horrors begin in earnest, as the walls of my hotel room run red with the blood of my lost family, and I bury my face in the pillows to muffle my screams of despair.

			Later it will emerge that after the Southend Arterial crash there was, despite the approved repairs, a deep fracture in the body of the BMW. An undetectable fault line meant the steering was liable to fail at any moment – as it did on the drive back from Scotland. It takes me much longer to understand that running through my perfectly bound life there has been another undetectable fault line obscured by work, success and, yes, love, which chose the exact same moment to give way.

			Within one year of that Southend Arterial crash, 10 months after the steering failure, I will lose my home, my career, my marriage and my reputation. But I don’t know that yet. All I know is that I am alive – and I am not sure I have any right to be.

		

		
			PART I

			Raw Copy

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Saddle-Stitched

			7 August 1992, 24 years earlier – North London

			It’s my birthday and John, my husband, brings me a cup of tea in bed because three-year-old Ellie has woken us up early, in the way that toddlers do. I am pregnant again and suffering badly from morning sickness. We have been married 11 years and are still deeply in love and committed to our growing family. John and I met on our first day working as journalists. I never cared much for hard news and went into magazines. John was, right from the start, a ruthless investigator. His colleague, the veteran journalist David Randall, would later dedicate his book The Universal Journalist to John, calling him ‘the best reporter I ever met’. I’ll quote him here to show it wasn’t just me who thought John was exceptional.

			This slim, sharp-faced young man had every virtue, and most of the vices, needed in a great reporter. The first thing that struck me about John, even before I realised he was a great reporter, was that people liked him. He was open-looking and he could be funny, but the reason people warmed to him was because he was interested in them and showed it with his outgoing nature. This did not mean he toured the world with a fixed grin on his face, oozing phoney friendship, greeting people like a game show host. But the ability to strike up relationships with perfect strangers was of recurring assistance to him. With rough and ready types (like fellow journalists) he could drink, smoke and swear and with bishops he could drink tea and talk theology. Whatever he thought of people, he could be easy with them and make them feel at ease with him.

			But nearly two years previously John had been diagnosed with the blood cancer, leukaemia. In between rounds of chemo at the Hammersmith Hospital he has carried on working full-time at The Observer newspaper where he is chief reporter. We have been living with this illness for so long that we have come to think it will always be like this. His red-gold hair has grown back from his last bout of chemo and he looks well and healthy enough, although his blood counts remained worryingly low. A few days earlier I was outside my own office at Woman magazine on London’s South Bank when a car drew up and the most handsome man I had ever seen walked over and kissed me: my husband. John had been to lunch with Alastair in Fleet Street and was returning to his own office. We stood and snogged in the street like a couple of teenagers.

			As I drink my tea John says: ‘I don’t think I’ll live to see this new baby.’

			Stricken I can think of nothing to say, so there is silence until he adds: ‘You’d better get up now if you want a lift to work?’

			Relieved, I laugh. ‘You can’t say you’re going to die and then offer to drive me to work. One or other, but not both.’

			A few days later, I am woken in the small hours by the sound of groaning and thrashing around. John appears to be in terrible pain but refuses to go to the hospital; he hated the feeling of vulnerability and always held off as long as possible. It’s a Sunday night; he was at work on the Saturday as usual, covering the murder of a young woman, Rachel Nickell, on Wimbledon Common where she had been walking with her dog and two-year-old child. Her body was discovered by passers-by who found her baby son repeatedly crying: ‘Wake up, Mummy.’ He didn’t arrive home until the small hours and so we spent Sunday with my parents, who kept three-year-old Ellie to stay with them for a few days to give us a break.

			I struggle getting John into the car. He keeps falling down and I am not strong enough to bear his weight. Eventually I get him onto the back seat and drive fast through the night streets, swerving into the ambulance bay of the Hammersmith Hospital, rather than hunting for a parking space – this isn’t the first time in the course of his illness we have been on this particular rodeo. When I try to help John out of the car, he falls on me again pinning me underneath him on the rain-lashed tarmac. Medics hearing the commotion run to our aid, calling in that overly relaxed tone professionals use when they know the situation is grave: ‘Are you all right, John? What are you doing down there?’

			I stay with him while he is examined. The pain is being caused by a massive internal bleed that seems unstoppable. Bags of blood are produced for an emergency transfusion. I sit by his bed until dawn starts to break. John is dozing; the morphine is finally doing its job and the pain seems to have eased, so I walk down to the chapel to say a prayer – my complex on-off relationship with the Catholicism of my upbringing having surfaced, unsurprisingly, in the past months. Then I buy an armful of newspapers in the hospital shop, from which I plan to read out loud to John when he wakes. This being what we do during his frequent hospital stays.

			As I walk back to his bedside John looks up at me and smiles. I remember being struck once more by how blue his eyes are, like Ellie’s. Then, as if in slow motion, I see what I hadn’t taken in before, that there are doctors and nurses running and flinging back curtains and bringing the crash trolley. A nurse grabs me and pulls me backwards. I keep my eyes locked on John’s. ‘I love you,’ I call out. John can no longer speak but he holds my gaze with his piercing blue eyes as I am pulled out of sight.

			A pregnant widow is a walking contradiction: literally full of life yet mourning the reason for the life within her. There was little in the way of grief counselling in the nineties and no understanding of PTSD in the civilian population. I am 36 years old and I have absolutely no idea how to deal with this, how to live my life and support my children, one as yet unborn who will never know her father. So, one week after the funeral … I do the only thing I can think of and go back to work at Woman, the weekly magazine where I am assistant editor.

			The editor at the time, David Durman, ran an idiosyncratic, creative and demanding team, which gave me no time to think of what I had lost. The legendary rivalry between Woman and Woman’s Own had been going on since they launched in the boom magazine era between the two World Wars. Both magazines were owned by the same company, IPC, with Woman’s Own traditionally the bigger seller and Woman usually just a fraction behind. Under David’s direction, Woman had edged ahead for the first time. The competition between the two titles remained intense and was encouraged by our bosses as being good for business. At the time, each magazine sold in the region of a million copies a week – today it is just a fraction of that – and the most popular cover stars were from the soaps. EastEnders, Coronation Street, Neighbours and Home & Away had taken over from Hollywood celebrities like Elizabeth Taylor who now seemed distant and out of touch. The greatest, most eternal cover star of all was still Princess Diana, who was not only an icon but also a reader. Just before her marriage to Prince Charles she had been spotted buying a copy of Woman’s Own and a tube of sweets from a corner shop.

			To the casual reader it might have appeared that these two magazines, separated by one floor in King’s Reach (now South Bank) Tower on London’s South Bank, might be cynically taking turns in featuring the so-called scoops of soap opera weddings, divorces and new babies. In fact, we operated not only independently but with such fierce rivalry that every week we each secretly registered our cover scoop with the managing director, who would police the scoops to make sure there was no foul play. On the strength of a hot tip from an agent, one of us would run up the back stairs – to take the lift was to risk getting caught with someone from Woman’s Own – and slap down a hastily typewritten memo staking our claim to Angie, Den, Deidre, Kylie, Jason or whoever.

			Even though male editors of women’s magazines have never been as rare as you might imagine, David stood out in the corporate world, with blond hair skimming the collars of his colourful roll-neck sweaters, perpetually puffing on those narrow brown cigarettes called
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