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One Step Too Far

Praise for One Step Too Far

‘Taut, compelling … a storming read.’

The Bookseller Books of the Year 2013

‘I couldn’t put it down! An intricate, tightly plotted story, engagingly told.’

Helen Castor, author of She-Wolves, Sunday Times Books of the Year

‘A compelling roller-coaster of a story with a shocking twist that we can practically guarantee you won’t get.’

lovereading.co.uk

‘The author reveals Emily’s motivations for leaving her family with great patience and narrative skill … [there is] excellent dramatic pacing, dialogue and prose, culminating in poignant concluding chapters which examine Emily’s decisions without sentimentality. An evocative, skillful novel about the price of escape. Recommended.’

Kirkus Reviews

‘I didn’t guess the twist … I simply had no idea whatsoever and when it was laid down in front of me I felt as though I’d been punched. The book’s a keeper too. Next time round you’ll know how it all works out, but there’s a great deal of pleasure to be had in rereading.’

thebookbag.co.uk

‘It’s compelling, gripping, frightening, embarrassing, deeply sad and lovely all at once. Just read it. You won’t be sorry. I loved this book.’

myzennana.com

‘A remarkably good thriller … open at page one and you will be in the safe hands of a brilliant new girl on the block.’

hive.co.uk

‘This book will likely be the talk of summer beach-read circles (although its writing surpasses what we typically expect from that genre) as it has all of the right ingredients that appeal to its target audience: suspense, drama and plot twists extraordinaire.

Linda Broderick, booksandgamesandmore.blogspot.com

‘The [novel] is perfectly paced – I read it in one mesmerized sitting – and the writing is of the highest standard. This is a book that needs to be experienced.’

Anne Williams, beingannereading.blogspot.co.uk

‘Beautifully written and well-paced, it has an endearing, fascinating and realistic set of characters, many of whom we might recognise from our own lives, with a sense of mystery, sadness, joy and anticipation. Highly recommended, 5* at least!’

Christine Miller, author, christinemiller.co

‘It was so compelling, so engrossing, so thought-provoking … I found myself caring very deeply about Emily’s fate. The pace was just right, [with] episodes of Mansfield-like stream-of-consciousness that reflected Emily’s state of mind at the time and made me feel her panic, rage, fear, whatever.’

Helen Say, Herts, UK

‘I would have to compare this favorably with Gone Girl. The pacing and suspense are great, and I definitely was hooked early. I liked it, and will recommend it to many, including book groups.’

Avid, goodreads.com

‘WOW! This one is a winner! While the plot might seem like a “movie-of-the-week”, the gorgeous writing elevates it to fine contemporary literature. By the end, I was truly aching for Emily/Cat, desperate to know her secret. And when it was finally revealed I gasped out loud! This is an excellent example of how a book can play our emotions like an instrument … I am praying that someone options this for the big screen.’

Suzanne Rogers, South Carolina, US

‘Emily’s quest to start afresh is both extraordinary and heartbreaking, particularly as I am a mother. I could not imagine leaving my child behind, ever … a strong debut novel.’

Kelly Jensen, sisimka.wordpress.com

‘The author does a wonderful job of keeping the reader guessing and clueless until she’s ready to let you in on the secret. And when she finally does, the reader should be prepared for a jaw-dropper. Seskis’s book was a wonderful read that I fully expect to quickly rise on the list of bestsellers.’

Catherine Armstrong, Rochester Public Library, US

‘Tina Seskis slams us straight into the heart of her novel – no warm-up, no fictional foreplay … a neat, intertwining story of interesting characters, told mainly through flashback episodes – some dark, but enough of which are funny, entertaining, warm and human to make this a rewarding journey.’

Christian, globaljunkie.net

‘There is a major twist ending that hits you right in the gut, and if you go back and read it again, the clues are all there, you just didn’t put them together properly. The book is incredibly entertaining … a great read.’

allisonwrites.com

‘… here is Ms Seskis with her vivid and imaginative writing – sucking me in, making me think I was clever and then realising that I’m not half as clever as I think I am. This is an extremely well-written novel … the STORY [would be] terrific even if it didn’t ultimately have that head in hands moment. The characters practically leap off the page.’

Liz Wilkins, lizlovesbooks.com

‘A compelling and intense novel. There was not one point in this brilliantly written story that I could clearly know what would happen to Cat. The world building put me right there, watching over Cat’s shoulder, living her story along with her.’

Dii, Tome Tender

‘Does anyone else get that tingly feeling when they are a few chapters into a book and they just know that they are in for an amazing read? Tina Seskis is an extremely clever author … the reader really has no choice but to keep reading … [this novel] will most certainly stay in my head for some time.’

Anne Cater, randomthingsthroughmyletterbox.blogspot.co.uk

‘As Emily starts her new life in London I never stopped rooting for her … what also really stood out was how real it all felt. Locations are described vividly and you can almost smell Emily’s first London lodgings. It’s a real page-turner – a must for fans of Jodi Picoult and David Nicholls’s One Day.’

Sandie Kirk, Surrey, UK
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July 2010

The heat is like another person to push past as I make my way along the platform. I board the train although I don’t know whether I should, after all. I sit tense amongst the commuters, moving with the carriage and the crowds from my old life into my new one. The train is cool and oddly vacant-feeling, despite the people, despite the sweltering of the day outside, and this emptiness calms me a little. No-one knows my story here, I’m anonymous at last, just another young woman with a holdall. I feel adrift, like I’m not really here, but I am, I can tell, the seat is solid beneath me, the backs of houses are rushing past the window. I’ve done it.

It’s funny how easy it is, when it really comes down to it, to get up from your life and begin a new one. All you need is enough money to start you off, and a resolve to not think about the people you’re leaving behind. I tried to not look this morning, tried to just leave, but at the very last second I found myself drawn to his room and stood watching him sleeping – like a newborn really, not yet awake to the first day of the rest of his life. I couldn’t risk even a peep into the room where Charlie slept, I knew it would wake him, stop me going, so I’d quietly turned the latch and left them both.

The woman next to me is struggling with her coffee. She’s wearing a dark suit and looks businesslike, a bit like I used to. She’s trying to get the plastic lid off her drink, but it sticks and she tussles with it until the lid comes off with a shudder and hot coffee spurts over us both. The woman apologises noisily, but I just shake my head for her not to worry and look down into my lap, knowing I should be wiping the dark stains from my grey leather jacket – it will be ruined, it looks odd that I don’t – but the eruption of coffee has upset me somehow and the hot tears mingle with the coffee ones and I pray that if I don’t look up no-one will notice.

I regret now that I didn’t stop and buy a newspaper but it felt inappropriate, on the day I was running away, to go into a newsagents and join a queue of normal people. I sit here and miss having one, miss having those closely packed words to dive into, concentrate on, chase out the evil thoughts in my mind. I’m agitated with nothing to read, nothing to do except look out the window and wish people’s stares away. I watch forlornly as Manchester fizzles out and realise I may never see it again, the city I once loved. The train rushes through sunburnt fields and the odd unknown village and although we’re going fast now the journey seems interminable, my body strains to get up and run, but to where? I’m already running.

I feel cold suddenly, the initially welcome cool of the air-conditioning has become a bone-withering chill, and I pull my jacket tighter. I shiver and look down and shut my leaking eyes. I’m good at crying silently, but the jacket continues to give me away – the teardrops land gently and spread generously across the fabric. Why did I dress up, how ridiculous was that? I’m not on a day trip, I’m running away, leaving my life, surplus to requirements. The sounds in my head and the rhythms of the train over the track fuse together. I keep my eyes shut until the panic drifts away like ghost dust, and then I stay like that anyway.

I get off the train at Crewe. I find my way to the newsagent’s, before the main concourse, and I buy papers, magazines, a paperback, I mustn’t be caught out again. I hide out for a while in the ladies, where I gaze in the mirror at my pale face and ruined jacket, and I loosen my long hair to cover up the stains. I attempt a smile and it comes, twisted and fake maybe, but definitely a smile, and I hope the worst is over, at least for today. I’m hot, feverish even, so I splash at my face and the water adds new marks to my jacket, it’s beyond repair. I take it off and stuff it in my holdall. I look absently at myself, seeing a stranger. I notice I quite like my hair down, it makes me look younger, the kink left from the French pleat renders it ratty, bohemian even. As I dry my hands I feel hot metal on my finger, and I realise I’m still wearing my wedding ring. I’ve never taken it off, not since the day Ben put it on me, on a terrace overlooking the sea. I remove it and hesitate, not sure what to do with it – it’s Emily’s ring, not mine any more. My name is Catherine now. It’s exquisite, the three tiny diamonds shine out from the platinum and make me sad. He doesn’t love me any more. So I leave it there, by the soap, in the public toilets next to Platform 2, and take the next train to Euston.
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On an unremarkable day more than 30 years earlier, Frances Brown lay in a Chester hospital with her legs in stirrups as the doctors continued to prod about down there. She was in shock. The birth itself had been fast and animal-like, not at all typical of a first-born from the little she knew. She hadn’t really known what to expect, they didn’t tell you much in those days, but the one thing she most definitely had not been prepared for, after the head had crowned and the slippery red creature had flopped onto the bed beneath her, was that the doctors would tell her to deliver another.

Frances had known something was up, when the mood in the delivery room had changed in an instant, and all the doctors had come at once and huddled around her bed, conferring anxiously. She’d thought something must be wrong with her baby girl, but if so why were they poking around her instead of looking after the child? Finally the doctor looked up, and she was bemused to see that he was smiling. ‘The job’s not over yet, Mrs Brown,’ he said. ‘We’ve found another baby that we need to get out now.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ she’d said.

The consultant tried again. ‘Congratulations, Mrs Brown, you’re soon to be the mother of twins. You have a second baby to deliver.’

‘What d’you mean?’ she’d screamed. ‘I’ve had my bloody baby.’

Now she lay there in shock and all she could think was that she didn’t want two babies, she only wanted one, she only had one cot, one pram, one set of baby clothes, one life prepared.

Frances was a planner by nature. She didn’t like surprises, certainly not ones this momentous, and apart from anything else she felt far too exhausted to give birth again – the first birth may have been quick but it had been fierce and traumatic and nearly three weeks ahead of schedule. She shut her eyes and wondered when Andrew would arrive. She hadn’t been able to get him at his office, he’d been out at a meeting apparently, and once the contractions had quickened to every minute and a half she’d known her only option was to call an ambulance.

So her first baby had arrived in a gush of red and a gash of loneliness – and now she was being told to deliver a second and still her husband was absent. Andrew hadn’t seemed too keen on having even one baby, so God knows what he’d think of this development. She started sobbing, noisy snot-filled gulps that rang through the little hospital.

‘Mrs Brown, will you control yourself!’ the midwife said. Frances loathed her, with her mean features and squeaky, grating voice – what was she even doing in this job, she thought bitterly, she’d suck the joy out of any situation, even the beauty of birth, like a malevolent pair of bellows.

‘Can I see my baby?’ Frances said. ‘I haven’t even seen her yet.’

‘She’s being checked. Just concentrate on this one.’

‘I don’t want to concentrate on this one. I want my real baby. Give me my real baby.’ She was screeching now. The midwife got the gas and air and held it over Frances’s face, pressing hard. Frances gagged and finally stopped screaming, and as she quietened the fight went out of her and something in her died, there on that hospital bed.

Andrew turned up just seconds too late to see his second daughter enter the world. He seemed flustered and awkward, especially when his hopes of a son were rewarded with not one but two baby girls. One was pink and pretty and perfectly formed, the other lay blue and grotesque on the filthy sheets, the umbilical cord stopping the air from entering her lungs and starting her life outside the womb. The atmosphere he arrived into was intense, critical. The doctor deftly unwrapped the cord from the baby’s neck and cut it, and Andrew watched the blood swarm through her little body as the doctor took her across to the resuscitation unit, and one of the nurses held up a hoover and sucked the shit and scum from her airways. It was just moments before they heard the anguished angry howls. She was exactly one hour younger than her sister, and she looked and sounded like she’d come from a different planet.

‘My poor darling, I am so so sorry,’ Andrew whispered to his pale bedraggled wife as he took her hand, red with new life.

Frances looked at him hard, in his Dirty Harry suit and loosened tie. ‘What are you sorry for? That you weren’t here or that I’ve had twin girls?’

He couldn’t quite look at her. ‘For everything,’ he said. ‘But I’m here now and we have our ready-made family. It’ll be great, you’ll see.’

‘Mr Brown, you need to wait outside now,’ said the midwife. ‘We need to clean up your wife and repair the tearing. We’ll call you when you can come back in.’ And she shooed him away and Frances was left alone again, with her guilt and her fear and her two baby daughters.

Frances had always thought she’d be a good mother. She’d just assumed she’d know exactly what to do – that it might not be easy but that she’d get through it, she had a handsome new husband, a supportive family, a maternal instinct. But when it came to it the trauma of the birth and the doubling of her expectations left her at a loss. She had two babies, not one – and they seemed to need feeding or rocking or changing constantly – and a husband who appeared to have drifted away from her whilst the baby (babies!) had been growing inside her.

They couldn’t even think what to call their second daughter. They’d decided weeks ago on Emily for a girl, full name Catherine Emily – Frances thought the names sounded better that way round – but of course they hadn’t known they’d need a second option. Andrew was pragmatic, and suggested calling one of the twins Catherine and the other Emily, but Frances didn’t want to share the names out, they went so well together, she said, so they had to start all over again for the unexpected twin. In the end they settled on Caroline Rebecca, although Frances didn’t particularly like either name – but Andrew had suggested them, and anyway she couldn’t face thinking of any others. She held that fact secret, one of the first of many, further proof that she wouldn’t really have minded if the birth had been just a few seconds longer, if the cord had been that little bit tighter, if poor Caroline Rebecca had stopped breathing before she began. The effort of shoving that thought away (who could she ever tell?) took up years and years of Frances’s life and turned her hard inside, right in the centre of herself where she had once been soft and motherly.

Frances spent the next seven days in hospital, and that gave her time to at least appear to recover from the trauma of the births, the absence of her husband, the fact she was quite unbelievably the new mother of twins. She decided her only option was to make the best of it, to embrace both girls, in fact maybe in the end it would be nice to have two. But it wasn’t easy, Emily and Caroline were different from the start. When they were born you would hardly have known they were twins – Emily was pink and plump, Caroline thin and sickly and pallid, almost two pounds lighter than her sister. And then Caroline refused to take to her mother’s breast, although Emily had no problems, and so Caroline’s weight dropped as her twin’s increased.

Frances was stoical by nature. She tried and tried and tried with Caroline, until her nipples bled and her nerves were ragged. She was determined to treat her two babies the same – she had to now they were both here. In the end it was one of the nurses who put her foot down and gave Caroline a bottle on the fourth day, she said they couldn’t starve the child. Caroline gripped the teat in her tiny mouth ferociously, contrarily, whilst Frances felt like a failure, and another bond was broken.

In the months after that Caroline’s weight caught up fast with Emily’s, she absolutely loved the bottle. Her thin limbs filled out and she took on a puffy look – all creases of skin and fat red cheeks – that Frances tried hard to find appealing. It was as if Caroline couldn’t grow up fast enough, couldn’t wait to get one over on Emily, even at this age. She was the first to crawl, the first to walk, the first to spit her solids into her mother’s face. Frances found her a handful.

The twins grew more physically alike as they got older. By the time they were three they’d lost their baby fat, their hair had grown thick and straight, and they sported matching blunt bobs that Frances did herself. She dressed them the same – that’s what people did in the seventies – and it became hard to tell them apart.

Only their temperaments gave them away. Emily seemed to have been born happy and placid, able to simply go along with the world and make the best of what came her way. Caroline was strung out. She couldn’t stand surprises, hated not getting her own way, went mad at loud noises, but most of all she couldn’t bear her mother’s easy love for her sister. Still a survivor in those days, Caroline turned to her father for support, but Andrew seemed rather vague and absent in his role as a parent, as if it all was a bit too vivid for him, and Caroline was left looking in on the family as though she wasn’t really meant to be there. Frances was careful to never show any overt favouritism – the twins always had the same food, same clothes, same kisses at bedtime, but each twin sensed the gargantuan toll this took on their mother, and it left a burden on each of them.

It was a cold wet afternoon on a housing estate in Chester, and the five-year-old twins were bored. Their mother had gone food shopping and Andrew was meant to be minding them, albeit whilst half-listening to the football on the crackly Roberts radio he’d brought in from his shed. But Andrew had disappeared into the kitchen ages ago, to make another phone call they’d assumed, that’s what he usually did when their mother was out, and they’d grown tired of their map puzzle, it was too hard without their father to help them. They lay now at each end of the brown velveteen couch, kicking each other’s legs aimlessly, and not entirely painlessly, their matching red tartan dresses riding up their thighs and their knee-length brocade socks scuffing down their shins.

‘OWWWW. Daddy!’ yelled Caroline. ‘Emily just kicked me. DAAADDY!’

Andrew poked his head round the kitchen door, stretching the cord of the wall-mounted phone until its kinks were pulled nearly straight.

‘I didn’t do anything, Daddy,’ said Emily, truthfully. ‘We’re just playing.’

‘Stop that, Emily,’ he said mildly, and disappeared back into the kitchen.

Caroline disentangled her legs from her sister’s and then launched herself across the length of the sofa and pinched her twin hard on the upper arm. ‘Yes, you did,’ she hissed.

‘Daddy!’ shrieked Emily. Andrew’s head appeared again, and he was cross now. ‘Just stop it the pair of you,’ he said. ‘I’m on the phone,’ and then he shut the kitchen door.

When Emily realised her father wasn’t going to help her she stopped crying and padded across the expanse of neat beige carpet to the doll’s house at the far end of the room, by the patio doors. This was Emily’s favourite toy, but it was not exclusively hers – like most of her things it had to be shared, and Caroline loved to move all the furniture into the wrong rooms, or even worse take it out altogether for the dog to eat. Caroline followed her over and said coaxingly, ‘Let’s play teddies,’ and so Emily agreed, although she didn’t entirely trust her sister’s motives, and they’d set up their teddies for a tea party and even played quite nicely for a few minutes. Just as Caroline had tired of their half-game and stalked off to the kitchen to find her father, Emily heard a car pull up in front of the garage that formed the left side of the chalet-style house.

‘Mummy!’ Emily jumped off the couch and ran down the length of the living room towards the hall as she heard her mother open the front door.

Caroline was on her way back from the kitchen, where she’d helped herself to a malted milk biscuit from the metal tin in the cupboard next to the cooker. Her father had quickly got off the phone and let her have one, which had surprised her, it was nearly tea time. She’d just bitten the cow’s head off, planning to savour each body part, but now she crammed the rest of the biscuit into her mouth, eating urgently. As Caroline came into the hall wiping crumbs off her face she saw her twin hurtling down the lounge towards her, and her first instinct was to move, get out the way.

‘Hello Mummy!’ called Emily. Frances was putting down her shopping, ready to open her arms to both her daughters. But when Caroline saw Emily’s joy and their mother’s reciprocity she wanted to shut the scene out, it made her feel cross. As Frances set the last bag down on the orange shag rug in the middle of the sunlit hall, she looked up and saw Caroline slam the lounge door shut, hard, at precisely the right moment. And then she saw Emily come tearing through the plate glass towards her, and she heard the sound of a bomb going off.

Andrew had chased Caroline around the oval-shaped dining table whilst Frances picked shards of glass out of Emily’s face and arms and legs. Miraculously, Emily’s cuts were mostly superficial, but Caroline was still sent to her room until tea time, despite Andrew trying to convince his wife that Caroline hadn’t realised what would happen – she was too young, he’d said, she couldn’t possibly have done it deliberately – and that they should let her come downstairs now. But Frances was unrelenting, she’d never been so furious in her life.

Later Andrew hypothesised that it was only Emily’s speed at impact that saved her from Jeffrey Johnson’s fate, the boy four doors down who’d been left with a livid two-inch scar on his cheek from a run-in with his own glass door. There was however one deeper cut on Emily’s knee which faded over time but failed to disappear completely, and she was never able to look at it without being reminded of her sister, and of course as she got older it reminded her of all the other things Caroline had done over the years, so the scar was much worse than it looked really. The Browns replaced the door with a wooden one after that, and although the living room was always that much darker, Frances felt happier that way.
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At Euston the heat is still waiting for me as I step down from the carriage. The train is leaking people out onto the platform and everyone is rushing, busy, knowing where they’re going. I stop by a stanchion and remove my handbag from underneath my armpit and shove it into my holdall, I can’t risk losing it. My clothes are too hot for the day ahead but I’m not changing now, I have too much to do – I have to buy a new phone, find somewhere to live, start my new life. I’m determined now. I refuse to think about Ben or Charlie, I can’t think about them, about how they’ll be awake by now, will know I’ve gone. They have each other, they’ll cope, in fact they’ll be better off in the long run, I know they will. I’ve done the right thing.

I’d tried to research how to find somewhere to live in London, in those final unhinged weeks back in Manchester, back when I was Emily still. I’d made sure I always cleared the history on our computer so Ben wouldn’t suspect what I was about to do. Until I get a job I can’t afford too much on rent, I don’t know how long my money will have to last me, so I’m going to try to find a shared house – the type where eight or nine people (usually Australians I think) live together and turn every room that’s not a kitchen or bathroom into a bedroom. There’s also less need for ID, for references in those kind of places, I mustn’t be traced. I find the local papers in another newsagent’s, shuffle along another queue, and venture out into the hazy, infected sunshine.

Where do I go now? I’m lost and feel panicky, like I want to turn back the clock and run home to my boy, like this is all a horrible mistake. I look around blankly until eventually I can process the images, can see the big ugly road in front of me, snarled up with traffic, drowning in car fumes. Sweat is breaking out under my right arm and across my shoulder where the strap of the holdall is touching my skin, and the hot smell of myself reminds me that I am really here, I really have done this. I cross over at the lights and walk straight, down a long wide road, across a square, past a distant statue, of Gandhi I think, and I don’t know where I’m going and it’s taking me forever. Eventually I see a mobile shop on the other side of the street and I’m relieved, like I’ve succeeded at something. The shop is large and dreary despite the posters and the video screens showing the latest offers – the bright moving images make the shop itself feel more dismal somehow. It’s empty apart from two shop assistants who eye me up as I enter, but then studiously ignore me for a couple of minutes although I can tell I’m being watched. The shop sells every network and I haven’t got a clue what to go for, it’s so confusing. All the phones look the same to me. A young man wearing a black uniform sidles up to me and asks me how I’m doing.

‘Fine, thanks,’ I say.

‘Is there anything I can help you with? What are you after today?’ His voice has a musical lilt to it and he has a handsome face with a neat black beard but he doesn’t look at me straight and I don’t look at him. We both stare at the shelves of phones, which are just dummy ones anyway and half of these are missing, there are just cables with nothing on the ends.

‘I’m after a new phone.’ My voice is timid, unfamiliar to me.

‘Certainly, madam. Who are you with at the moment?’

‘No-one,’ I say, and I think how true. ‘I mean, I’ve lost my old one.’

‘Who was that with?’ the shop assistant persists.

‘I can’t remember,’ I say. ‘I just want a cheap phone on pay as you go,’ and my tone is sharper than I mean it to be, and I didn’t used to be like this. I pick up one of the battered-looking dummy phones.

‘This one looks OK, how much are calls on this?’

The man is patient and explains that it depends which network I choose, and I realise he must think I’m an idiot, but the truth is I’ve never bought a phone from scratch before. My mum and dad bought me my first one after college and I’ve always just upgraded or had work ones since then. The shop assistant makes me go through the rigmarole of saying how many calls and texts I’m going to use, whether I want access to the internet, so he can work out which package is best for me, and I really don’t care after what I’ve been through and I don’t understand any of it anyway and I just want to get out of this place and call some house-share ads before it gets too late, before I panic, so I have somewhere to sleep tonight.

‘Look, all I want is the cheapest deal, can’t you just decide for me,’ I say, and it comes out wrong. The shop assistant looks hurt.

‘Sorry,’ I say, and to my horror I’m crying. The man puts his arm round me and in his beautiful sing-song voice tells me I’ll be OK, and through my embarrassment I wonder how I’ve become so unpleasant. He finds me a tissue and then picks out something he says will be perfect for me and even insists on giving me a discount. When I finally leave the shop I have a new phone, fully topped up and ready to make calls. He was so kind he somehow made me remember there’s more going on in the world than my own misery – I should go back and thank him one day.

Out on the street I feel wobbly again – I need somewhere quiet to sit where I can compose myself, where I can make some calls, it’s much too noisy here. I take a bus, any bus, from outside Holborn station, and it takes me all the way down Piccadilly and drops me outside Green Park. I only know this because I’m reading the street signs, but I’m pretty sure Green Park is somewhere in the centre, and if I’m in the centre I can head in whichever direction to my new home, it can be wherever.

I walk through the park and am surprised at how quiet it is, once you turn off the main thoroughfares, away from the deck chairs and the tourists. I find a banked area where the grass has been left to grow long and I walk up towards the top and set down my bag in the shade. I kick off my ballet pumps and lie down in the yellow grass and there’s absolutely no-one around, just the low rumbling of the traffic outside the park to remind me I’m actually here, in the capital. The sun through the trees feels warm on my face and I shut my eyes and feel almost normal, content even. And then the image that has seared itself into my soul appears suddenly, vividly, and I shrink inside myself for the millionth time and open them again. It’s weird that it didn’t happen on the train when the grief of leaving was so raw. Just now I was almost feeling happy, from the physical tiredness, the thrill of the privacy, the anonymity, the promise of a new start, here in the middle of this great city. And happiness, Catherine, that is not allowed.

I call nine or ten places, all over London. They’re either already gone (‘Oh, you came through the paper, love, that’s a bit late, you need to call as soon as it goes online’) or there’s no reply, or the people don’t speak English well and don’t seem to know what I’m talking about. I can always get a hotel, but the thought is depressing. To go through with this I need to start now, today. In a hotel it would be too easy to dwell on what I’ve done, what I’ve lost – too easy to hole up quietly and open my veins. I don’t trust myself.

I call the last ad on the list – room in shared house, Finsbury Park, £90 per week. I’ve no idea where it is. It’s more than I wanted to pay. I’m desperate. I think no-one’s going to answer and then at the last moment before I hang up someone picks up.

‘Finsbury Park Palace,’ says a laughing voice. I hesitate. ‘Hello?’ she continues, in some kind of Essex accent, or at least that’s what I think it is.

‘Uh, hello, I’m looking for a room, I saw your ad in Loot.’

‘Did you? There’s no rooms here, babe.’ Just as I’m about to hang up I hear someone interrupt in the background.

‘Hey, hang on,’ the voice continues. ‘Oh, it seems someone’s moved out today, but it wouldn’t be advertised yet. You must be answering the last ad, but that room went ages ago.’

‘How much is this one?’ I persist.

‘It’s the size of a cupboard I warn you, and Fidel was a pig. Eighty pounds and it’s yours – saves us advertising for it, and you sound more normal than the usual nutters who ring.’

‘It sounds fine,’ I say. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can,’ and she gives me the address and I hang up.

I haven’t eaten anything all day. Hunger forms like a fist in my gut and I leave the park in search of something, anything to eat. I’m not sure which direction to head in, I’ve lost my bearings, so I guess and go right, as that’s the way most people seem to be going. I pass a kiosk and buy a bag of crisps and a Coke, that’s all they have, and my dithering annoys the man, he must think I’m a tourist instead of a runaway. I stand in the street and eat and drink with my holdall gripped between my feet, I’m so scared of losing it. Then I make my way, with everyone else, down the tiled steps into the tube station, which is fortunately right there, right where I need it, towards my new home.

The area feels rough and the house is a total dump. I’m not at all keen to go in and I question just what I’m doing here. (Have I gone properly mad at last? I wonder how it’s taken so long.) I have no idea what awaits me within but the outside is inauspicious – an untidy overgrown hedge, piled-up crates of empty beer and wine bottles next to three pungent over-filled wheelie bins in the garden, huge-patterned curtains hanging crookedly at the aluminium windows, chipped and dirty painted brickwork, a plastic porch. I think of our beautiful Chorlton cottage with its Chapel Green front door and geranium-filled window boxes, the scent of lavender, the trendy laid-back vibe of the neighbourhood. We’d picked the area especially, thinking what a great place it would be to bring up a family, with its unpretentious cafés and food markets, lively music scene, Tudor pub on the green, and of course the wonderful Chorlton Ees for walks down by the Mersey. We could even get a dog one day, Ben had said, and I’d smiled at him then, knowing that he was thinking of me, as usual.

I stare at this new house, back in the present again. I realise I have little choice if I want somewhere to sleep tonight – I’m here now, it’s getting late – so I take a breath, straighten my shoulders under the weight of my bag and walk up the path.

A surly black girl answers the door. ‘Yes?’ she says.

‘Hi, I’ve come about the room,’ I say.

‘What room? There’s no rooms here.’

‘Oh. I spoke to …’ I realise I didn’t get Essex Girl’s name. I try again.

‘I spoke to a girl on the phone this afternoon, she said someone had moved out, that a room had come up …’

‘Nah, you must have the wrong house, sorry.’ She goes to close the door.

‘Please,’ I say. ‘It was, er, Castro’s room I think, apparently he moved out today. Is there anyone else I can talk to who might know?’

The girl begins to look annoyed. ‘There’s no-one here called Castro. I’ve told you, you’ve got the wrong house.’ She shuts the door in my face.

As I turn away hot humiliated tears are seeping down my face. I stagger under the weight of my bag and put it down on the pavement in front of the hedge, where no-one from the house can see me. I feel like I’m going to pass out, from the heat and the hunger and the homelessness, from yet another loss. I sit on my bag and put my head between my legs, waiting for the swimming to pass, wanting to go home, wanting my husband. I hear the front door open and a girl is running down the path, calling for somebody called Catherine. I keep my head down, unresponsive, and then there’s someone standing above me, so finally I look up. I look into the face of an angel and she says, ‘Are you here for Fidel’s room? Oh babe, don’t cry, she’s a miserable cow sometimes, just ignore her. Come on in, I’ll fix you a drink, it looks like you need it.’ And that’s how I meet Angel, my angel, my salvation.
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Emily met Ben on a parachute course, of all things. She hardly noticed him at first, he seemed so quiet, and when they were put in the same car for the trip to the tiny airport they didn’t talk much. The other passenger was Jeremy, a tall thin pierced boy who seemed way too anxious and uncoordinated to throw himself out of a plane safely, and as they made the hour-long journey she kept wondering how she’d got herself into this situation. Her friend Dave had persuaded her, and it was meant to be for charity, but still, now that it came to it jumping out of a plane seemed like a crazy thing to do. And why was she crammed in the back of Dave’s bashed-up old car with long folded-up Jeremy? Shouldn’t he be in the front where there was much more leg room? It occurred to her then that perhaps Ben was embarrassed of her, maybe that was why he’d insisted on sitting in the passenger seat – and then she told herself not to be silly, no-one was ever interested in her, although the truth was actually the opposite. When she noticed an ugly red boil on the back of Ben’s neck, just below his hairline, she felt sorry for him – he kept shifting his jacket to try to cover it up, but he wouldn’t just go for it and put the lapel up, it would be too obvious. She knew he could feel her staring at it, so she tried not to look, but somehow it was distracting her from the thought of what she was meant to be doing soon, and the more she tried to ignore it the more she felt her eyes drawn back to it, or maybe back to him, she realised afterwards. She shivered although the car was fumey-hot, there was something wrong with the heating. She wasn’t feeling herself at all.

The airport was hidden down country lanes behind tall hedgerows amongst green and yellow fields. As they drove through the entrance the little planes looked cow-like, herded together as if for company. There were corrugated-roofed sheds laid out on three sides of a rectangle – one for packing the parachutes, one for keeping the planes in at night and one that housed a recreation area for the hours and hours parachutists seemed to spend waiting for the cloud to lift. Emily was too nervous now to even think about playing games and instead she excused herself and sat in the corner with a mug of stewed tea and her book – thank God she’d thought to bring one with her, sometimes reading was the only thing that could distract her. Her friend Dave came over and sat with her and tried to cheer her up with a succession of terrible jokes (‘What’s the fastest cake in the world? Scone. What do you call a fish with no eyes? Fsh,’ et cetera) but although she tried to laugh she almost blamed him for getting her into this and so he eventually took the hint and left her to it. She sat quietly, feeling trapped and lonely while the other would-be parachutists played pool or Scrabble and seemed to enjoy the boredom. She may even have made her excuses and left if she’d been in her own car, but she was stranded in the middle of a field somewhere in the Cheshire countryside, she could hardly walk home, and anyway she had collected so much money for charity she really had to go through with it now, she couldn’t let everyone down. She gripped her book tighter and tried to concentrate on the story, tried not to think, but her mind was catapulting – this wasn’t a practice, she wouldn’t be jumping off a platform in a sports hall this time, she’d be leaping out into air, and it all felt too real now she’d seen the planes.

‘Hey Emily, d’you want to play pool?’ She looked up to see Dave looking eagerly at her, his stubble over-long like cut-up spider legs, his hair greasy, his ever-present leather jacket open over a black heavy-metal T-shirt.

‘No thanks, I’m OK, honestly, Dave,’ she said, but he looked unconvinced. ‘Don’t worry about me, I’m at a good bit in my book.’

‘Go on, you can’t just sit there all day, it’ll be a ball, ha ha. You and me against Jeremy and Ben.’

Emily paused and looked across to the pool table, which was wonky and threadbare, in time to see Ben pot an impossible-looking red, but he barely reacted, just moved around to the other side to take his next shot.

‘I’m rubbish at pool, I’ll let you down.’

‘No, you’re fine,’ said Dave. ‘Come on,’ and he grabbed Emily’s hand and pulled her out of her seat. Ben glanced up from his next shot as they came across to the table, before looking down again quickly. Maybe he did like her, she thought again, but immediately told herself she was imagining it – and anyway she wasn’t really interested, she tended to steer clear of relationships, she left that kind of thing to her sister.

Once Ben had finished thrashing Jeremy, who was so tall he had to bend his knees to take his shots, they started a doubles game. When it was Emily’s turn she leaned over and aimed for a ball down the other end of the table, but she scuffed her shot and the white ball skewed lazily off-course, just missing the yellow she’d gone for.

‘Sorry, Dave,’ she said, but he just grinned and she handed the cue to Ben. For a split second they were both holding it, and it felt peculiarly intimate, so she let go quickly as he muttered thanks and looked away. He aimed at the easiest-looking red, but although he’d been potting everything before, he misjudged it and it bounced lamely out of the pocket.

‘Damn,’ he said, blushing a little, and went to hand the cue to Dave.

‘Two shots,’ Dave reminded him, so Ben went again and although this shot was even easier he missed it too. Dave took the cue and went on a massive potting spree, showing off, and as Jeremy was useless anyway and Ben seemed to have gone completely off the boil, when it came to Emily’s turn all she needed to do was pot the black to win. She felt odd still and wasn’t sure what it was – fear of the jump itself, embarrassment about Ben’s apparent nerves around her – but she took aim and although it was tricky and she got the angle wrong, the table’s crazy slant sent the ball dribbling inexorably into the far corner.

‘Whoops, sorry,’ she said.

‘Yes!’ shouted Dave and he went to hug her but decided at the last minute to high-five her instead, and Jeremy said well done and Ben smiled and looked sheepish, and then he wandered off to the canteen.

As the day wore on the cloud hung stubbornly, and the temperature dropped as if it would rain. Emily had retreated back to her corner with her book and yet another cup of tea, while Ben and Jeremy spent ages playing chess and Dave got whipped at table tennis by Jemima, a little ball of a girl who’d done over 300 jumps apparently. When Emily looked at her watch for the umpteenth time and saw it was gone four she put down the book and for the first time felt a glimmer of hope – surely it was getting too late for them to jump now, it would be getting dark soon. Where was Dave – she’d go and ask him if they could think about leaving, suggest that there wasn’t any point hanging round any longer. Just as she stood up, feeling better at last, the head instructor appeared at the shed doorway and he was pumped up, as if they were at the Somme and he was about to send them over the top. ‘Cloud’s lifted,’ he shouted. ‘Get kitted up now, quick!’ As everyone ran like excited children Emily dragged behind, her legs feeling loose, as if they weren’t quite attached to her body. Ben was already there and he was more confident now, less shy and geeky, almost handsome in his black jumpsuit. He helped her into her harness, turned her round and hoisted the parachute onto her back.

‘Bend over,’ he said. He tightened the straps at the top of her legs and as she stood up, somewhere in that 90-degree trajectory, she fell in love.

Emily didn’t see Ben for another three months after that. She’d flung herself out of a plane with the memory of his fingers on her thighs, and she’d been shy, embarrassed afterwards. He wasn’t exactly her type, not that she had one really: a chess-playing parachuting accountant, and she shuddered at what her sister Caroline would make of him. In the car on the way home, she’d gazed at his boil lovingly now, willing to lean forward and kiss it, convinced he could feel her lips hot on his neck in his mind. But when they reached Chester he didn’t even look at her, simply said bye over his shoulder, and she got out the car and stood on the pavement, hesitant, until Dave revved the engine impatiently, and reluctantly she shut the door. As the car drove off, black smoke spewing, she stood watching the clouds dissipate, looking down the now empty road for long stretched-out seconds, before she shook her head with frustration and turned away.

Although Emily assumed she’d bump into Ben at work, so far she hadn’t – but there again nearly 3,000 people worked in the building, she’d discovered. She even considered another parachuting weekend, but held off (please God no), confident each Monday morning that this week she’d see him. His apparent disappearance made her more infatuated, more determined – which was quite unlike her – but then she’d never been smitten before. She even found she grew to enjoy the waiting – she’d wake up in anticipation, relish the daily thrill of scouring the basement canteen for his curly dark head, glance around reception on her way in and out, nerves on high alert, every day offering up countless possibilities for them to meet, every day thwarted.

Emily awoke late on a dark February morning where the rain was so heavy deep puddles gleamed orange from the street lamps. Either her alarm hadn’t gone off, or she’d slept through it, she wasn’t sure which, she was so hungover. Her head was killing her, but she had to go in – she had an important meeting that afternoon, and besides it was Friday, only one more day to get through before the weekend. She made herself a strong tea, ate a banana and took some pills, then stood for 15 minutes under the shower and although by the time she came out she felt marginally better, she was running horrendously late now. She threw on the easiest outfit, a plain red belted dress and boots, scraped her wet hair back and didn’t bother with make-up, she could do that when she got to the office. She put on the orange anorak she usually wore for walking and it looked terrible with the dress, it was too short and the wrong colour, but she didn’t care, it was raining for God’s sake.

By the time she parked her car an hour later she was still feeling wretched. She didn’t feel ready to face work, let alone face Ben walking towards her, away from the office, takeaway coffee in hand, girl in tow. This was not one of her many scenarios of how they might meet. She panicked, blushed, said hi and hurried off. He was more attractive than she remembered – his hair had grown, his suit was well-cut, shoes polished, dark brown wool tie not quite that of a newly qualified accountant. He hadn’t seemed particularly pleased to see her – polite but unmoved. The girl was not his girlfriend, she knew that much – not his type, not her! She’d convinced herself that once they did finally see each other again, it would all just happen – they’d stop, have a chat, arrange a coffee, and that would be it. Instead she’d looked about as awful as she possibly could have, and he’d been with someone else. It was a shambles.

For three months Emily had been fine, but now she wasn’t – she just couldn’t wait any longer. She scurried to her desk, flung her revolting anorak on the back of her chair, sat down and considered her options. Visit the 17th floor expressly to see him – wander about until she found his desk, ask to talk to him privately, trawl around for an empty meeting room, all eyes on them? Hideous. Pretend she had other business on the 17th floor, saunter up and say hello as she passed? Too contrived – and as she didn’t know where he sat she could hardly saunter. Look up his number and call him? Better, less public. Or send him an email? The
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