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 MOTHER- OF- TWO IN COMA  
AFTER BRUTAL ATTACK AT SCHOOL

A popular  mother- of- two is in a coma after being found on the premises 
of  a local Brighton school after a vicious attack the police are investigating 
as attempted murder.

Yvonne Whidmore, 42, was found in the early hours of  Saturday in the 
front playground of  Plummer Preparatory School, New Hillingdon Road, 
having been brutally assaulted and, according to police sources, ‘left for 
dead’. It is still not clear how Mrs Whidmore came to be at the school, 
which is still on summer holidays.

A close friend of  the family revealed that Trevor Whidmore, 43, and 
their children, aged eight and 10, have not left her hospital bedside since 
Mrs Whidmore was admitted.

Friends of  the blonde housewife, pictured here in a gold ball gown at a 
recent school event, which she organised for Plummer Prep’s Parents’ 
Council, took to the school’s social media site to express their shock and 
upset.

‘Can’t believe this has happened. Yvonne is one of  the nicest people on Earth. 
Big hugs to Trev and the girls.’

‘Get well soon, Yvonne, Plummer Prep needs you.’

‘Thought this area was safe! Urgh. This is just horrible.’

‘Who would want to hurt Yvonne???!!!! She’s the soul of  this place. She’s 
everyone’s friend. Get better soon, honey.’

Mrs Carpenter, the head teacher of  Plummer Prep, told us she and other 
members of  the senior management team at the £15, 000- per- year private 
school were cooperating with the police in every way they could but this 
incident would not prevent them from continuing to run the institution at 
its current, outstanding level.

Police are appealing for anyone who was near or passing the school 
between the hours of  10 p.m. on Friday, 18 August and 5 a.m. on Saturday, 
19 August to contact them as soon as possible.

Daily News Chronicle, August 2017
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33

MONDAY

Cece

6:15 a.m. ‘This is like the start of  a TV drama,’ Sol calls to me 
from the bedroom. ‘Husband in suit, getting ready for work, kids 
downstairs having breakfast, and wife in her underwear rushing 
around trying to get everything organised.’

‘Hmm,’ I reply. ‘I suppose it is.’
I rinse my toothbrush under running water before slotting it 

back into the plastic pot on the glass shelf. I take my time doing 
this because I like being in the bathroom. It’s calm in here, it’s 
unpacked in here. In fact, the only places in our  three- storey new 
home that are ‘fully useable’ as averse to ‘technically habitable’ are 
the bathrooms.

I linger in the bathroom, enjoying the calm finishedness, and 
avoiding the oppressive chaos that is the bedroom. There’s a bed, 
there are sheets and a duvet  . . . and a huge pile of  my clothes 
on the floor in front of  the bay window, nicely flanked by boxes of  
‘stuff’. Not Sol’s ‘stuff’ though. He has somehow managed to sort 
out his ‘stuff’ –  it is hanging up in the  walk- in cupboard/wardrobe 
(something that sold the house to both of  us), his shoes are lined up, 
his ties are on a special tie hanger, his underwear is folded into the 
drawers. He’s been living down here in Brighton in a hotel for the 
last three months and seems to have had no problems settling into 
our new place.

June, 2003
‘Can I ask you something?’

The  good- looking man came up to me as we were leaving the 
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library. The last few months we’d seen each other almost every day 
and had progressed from smiling to actually saying hello. Now he, 
who I’d named Library Man, was speaking to me properly.

‘Yes, of  course. I may or may not answer depending on how intru-
sive the question is,’ I replied.

‘Why do you come to the library every day? I mean, I’m here 
every day because I’m studying, but I don’t see you get any books 
out or anything.’

A little shiver of  excitement ran through me that someone had 
noticed me and hadn’t dismissed me as another single mother to be 
ignored and vilified in equal measure. ‘It’s a  two- mile walk here from 
where I live, and the only way I can get my child to sleep during the 
day is to walk with her in the pram. After mile one she nods off, 
wakes up when we get here, and then half  a mile back she falls asleep 
again and then stays asleep for a good couple of  hours so I can do 
some work.’

‘Right.’
‘What about you? Why are you always here? I mean, you’ve just 

said you’re studying but surely that can’t mean going to the library 
every day.’

‘It’s a good place to come to keep warm and be around people.’
‘You do know of  these things called pubs, don’t you?’ I said to 

him. ‘They’re warm and dry and they have people. There might 
even be people in there that you know from your course.’

‘Ah, maybe. But I’m  twenty- five, most of  them on my course are 
eighteen, away from home for the first time and enjoying every 
second of  it. I feel positively ancient compared to them.’

‘What about going to a café every now and then?’ I replied. ‘You 
know, mix it up a bit.’

‘I might be tempted to try out one of  these  so- called “cafés” if  
you –  and your daughter, of  course –  will come with me.’

‘I’ll come with you if  it’s not a date.’
‘What have you got against dating? Are you with someone?’
‘Sort of.’
‘What does that mean?’
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I indicated to Harmony, my  one- year- old with beautifully frizzy 
hair,  almost- black eyes, pale brown skin and huge smile. She blew a 
raspberry and clapped her hands at the brilliantness of  this. ‘Every-
thing is dictated by the demands, stability and  well- being of  this little 
one. I’m not planning on dating until she’s eighteen and I don’t have 
to worry about her any more.’

‘All right, it’s not a date,’ he said with a grin. ‘But I feel it only 
fair to warn you, from everything my friends and family have 
told me, you never stop worrying about your kids, no matter what 
their age.’

6:17 a.m. Sol comes up behind me in the bathroom, slips an arm 
around my waist and tugs me close to him. He’s had a summer of  
going to the gym and running along the beach, so I can feel every 
 exercise- devoted second of  his muscles as my eyes slip shut and I 
almost melt against him. It’s so long since we’ve been this close. I 
haven’t missed the sex as much as I’ve missed having him next to me. 
Holding him, being held by him . . . He kisses my neck, holds me 
closer. I relax some more and the scent of  him fills my senses. He’s 
started wearing a different aftershave, but I can still detect his natural 
scent: slightly salty, musky, a touch of  sweetness under there. I haven’t 
seen him properly in a while, but he’s still Sol. His grip on me tight-
ens and his fingers creep down over my stomach and slide into the 
waistband of  my black knickers.

‘Yeah, I don’t think so, TV drama boy,’ I say, removing his hand. 
He certainly killed that moment. I step away from him and cross the 
corridor, heading for the bedroom and my ‘wardrobe’. ‘Didn’t you 
say something about the children downstairs and the mother running 
around, trying to organise things?’

He follows me into the bedroom and stands beside me in front of  
the wardrobe pile. ‘It was mostly the underwear bit I was focusing 
on . . . Tee. Bee. Haitch.’

I face my husband. ‘Did you just sound out “to be honest”?’ I ask 
him. ‘Seriously  ? How old are you to be using that? When did you even 
hear that to start using it?’
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Sol stares very hard at my clothes mound. I know his heart will 
be racing right now, little beads of  sweat will be prickling along his 
forehead, he’ll be praying I’m too distracted by the move to still be 
the person who would pick up on such an obvious ‘tell’. One of  the 
reasons I was so good at my previous job was because I picked up 
on things that most people ignored as irrelevant. For example, Sol 
has just ‘told’ me that he’s been spending a lot of  time with someone 
much younger than him (and me) and certainly more female than 
him, who uses that expression enough for it to have rubbed off on 
him. Sol makes a big show of  looking at his watch.

‘Wow, I didn’t realise the time. Shouldn’t we all be getting a move 
on? Especially me,’ Sol says.

I study my husband, observe him as he avoids looking at me while 
he mentally kicks himself. When he does risk a glance in my direc-
tion I cock an eyebrow at him. ‘T. B.H.?’ that eyebrow says to him. 
‘Really  ?’

He whips his gaze away. ‘I really need to be heading off. See ya.’ 
He disappears out of  the door with that.

‘Yeah, see ya,’ I reply. ‘And T. B.C.,’ I whisper. ‘T. B.C.’

July, 2004
‘So, are you still waiting until Harmony is eighteen to go on a date? 
Just, you know, asking for a friend.’ Sol asked this in a pub.

Our daytime coffees had segued to afternoons with the three 
of  us going for walks and plays in the park, days out at play centres 
and safari parks. And, more recently, my mum babysitting so we 
could go out in the evenings. I was still fitting my  home- based 
data entry job around Harmony’s sleeping patterns, and he was 
still a student, so we were both skint and whenever we went to the 
pub, we didn’t simply nurse our beers, we coddled them until 
the very last drop.

I gazed at Sol. I did a lot of  gazing at Sol, because he was very 
easy to, well, gaze at. He had dark brown skin that was smooth and 
 dewy- soft, he regularly shaved his head, which exposed its beautiful 
shape while emphasising his huge,  black- brown eyes and amazing 
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lips. Sol was also extremely easy to be with and every time I gazed 
at him I was reminded that he had been single and celibate for nearly 
a year because he liked me. He made no secret of  it, either, hugging 
me, stroking my hair, giving me lingering kisses on my cheeks, staring 
into my eyes when we spoke. Although this was the first time he had 
come out and said something.

‘This friend, anyone I know?’ I asked.
‘Yes. It’s me. Look, this is driving me crazy. I like you so much and 

I’ve never waited this long for a woman before. Can I kiss you? Will 
you turn me down if  I do?’

I gazed at him some more. ‘You can kiss me, but only if  you listen 
to the story about how I came to be a lone parent.’

‘Not a problem,’ he replied, staring at my lips. He wasn’t listening, 
not properly. He was thinking of  the bit afterwards, when he’d get 
to kiss me. ‘Although, I feel it only fair to point out to you that I know 
the biology bits so you can skip them.’

‘I’m serious, Solomon. I’m going to tell you the story and you must 
only kiss me if  you can handle what I’ve told you and what it means 
about me. And if  you promise never to use it against me. If  you can’t, 
no hard feelings, but I need you to be honest with me and 
yourself.’

‘I’m a bit scared now.’
‘You should be.’
‘All right. All right.’ He inhaled and exhaled rapidly like a boxer 

about to enter the ring then visibly braced himself. ‘Tell me.’
I told him: the unvarnished truth about my life before I became 

a mother, how my daughter was conceived, what happened next. I 
was honest, in a brutal way that I had never needed to be before. No 
one had needed to know this about me. My parents just accepted 
(and rejoiced at) having another grandchild to coo over and love, my 
siblings added another name to their Christmas lists and my friends 
drifted away once I became all about the baby instead of  all about 
the partying. My story was a strictly  need- to- know type of  tale, and 
Solomon definitely needed to know. At the end of  it, he had stopped 
gazing adoringly at me and instead he stared into the  mid- distance, 
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 shell- shocked by what he’d heard. After a minute or two of  silence, 
he could arrange his features enough to face me. I held my breath, 
tried to freeze time so it would be the moment before he told me he 
couldn’t handle it for as long as possible.

He smiled at me, then very carefully, very slowly, kissed me.

6:25 a.m. I’ve parked Sol’s ‘tell’ that he’s been spending a lot of  
 non- work time with someone else recently, and stare at the pile of  
clothes in the window bay. I had gone to sort and hang them up on 
Saturday morning, then I realised that sorting clothes was an indul-
gence when I had to unpack the kitchen so I could cook something, 
as well as organising the children’s rooms as much as possible and 
getting the remaining uniform bits. After a weekend of  organising 
everything else, I am left with this mound of  clothes and no idea 
what to wear.

I want to run back to the calm of  the bathroom and forget about 
this whole getting dressed to take my children to school business. 
Forget this need to find the perfect outfit that won’t be too showy 
and won’t be too anonymous and will say to every other parent at 
the gates: ‘I’m nice, please be my friend.’

I hear Sol’s footsteps on the stairs and I smile with relief  and grati-
tude. I was being silly, he doesn’t have anything to hide.

‘Oh, Cee, I completely forgot,’ he says when he dashes into the 
bedroom. ‘My good suits will be ready to collect from the dry clean-
er’s today. The shop’s not far from here. You just have to head in the 
opposite direction of  the boys’ school for a bit on the main road. 
The tickets are on the noticeboard and you can pick them up any 
time after eleven.’

With a deep frown grooving my forehead and narrowing my eyes, 
I rotate very slowly to look at my husband. I stare very, very hard 
at him.

‘What?’ he says after I have not spoken for two whole minutes. (I 
know because I counted them in my head.) ‘Why are you looking at 
me like that?’

‘Oh, Sol.’ I sigh. ‘Look, I know you’re really busy with work and 
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all, but would it kill you to acknowledge the sacrifice we’ve all made 
for you? Even a little?

‘I mean, our children have moved away from their friends and a 
life they loved because of  your job and you haven’t once acknow-
ledged that over the weekend or this morning. Not only that –  this is 
the first time we’ve all been together for three months but we’ve 
hardly seen you these past few days. You’ve not helped to unpack 
their stuff, you’ve not helped me with putting up their furniture, you 
didn’t come to the uniform shop. Sometimes you’ve had meals 
with us.

‘You know, they’re starting at new schools this morning, and Har-
mony has changed schools at the start of  her GCSEs. Would it have 
been the end of  the world if  you’d gone into work a bit later this 
morning so Harmony doesn’t have to walk into school all on her 
own? I feel sick that I have to take the twins so I can’t go with her. It 
never even occurred to you that she might need someone with her, 
did it? But you leave the house with barely a goodbye to any of  us 
and then you come all the way back from your car, I presume, to 
order me to collect your dry cleaning like I’m your personal assistant. 
It’s just . . .’ I run out of  words. Well, nice words. Instead, I flop my 
arms up and down in frustration and despair.

Sol, in response, physically draws back, as though someone has 
shown him his version of  a Dorian Gray portrait and he is horrified 
by how unpleasant and downright inconsiderate he looks. ‘I didn’t 
think,’ he says, shame and regret coating every letter. ‘About any of  
it. I just didn’t think.’

‘No, I guess you didn’t,’ I reply.
‘I’ve got a meeting, I can’t cancel, it’s really important.’ He rubs 

his fingertips over his eyes, pinches the bridge of  his nose. ‘Not that 
you lot aren’t important, but I can’t cancel it last minute. I’m sorry. 
If  I could cancel, I would.’

‘It’s fine, what’s done is done,’ I say. ‘I just don’t want you to start 
taking everything we’ve given up for you for granted, all right?’

‘We’ve made this change for our family, not for me,’ he protests.
Don’t kid yourself, Sol, I almost say. I did not want to move. I loved my life, 
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my career, my friends I saw every now and then. I did not want to move. The 
children did not want to move. But we had to, for you.

‘We agreed: it’d be great for them to be in a city but right near the 
sea, and that now we could afford it, we’d put them into private 
education,’ Sol is saying. ‘We agreed that getting out of  London 
would be good for all of  us, didn’t we? Didn’t we?’

‘Yes, I suppose we did, but we should be seeing the kids off to 
school together. That’s how our family works, remember?’

His face falls even further. ‘I’m sorry, Cee, I really am.’ He takes 
a few steps forwards until he is close enough to slip his arms around 
me. ‘I really am sorry,’ he murmurs. ‘I’ll do better. I promise you I’ll 
do better.’

‘I know you will,’ I reply. I let him kiss me and even manage a 
smile and wave as he leaves the bedroom. He’ll do it properly with 
the children this time –  he’ll hug them, reassure them, say a proper 
goodbye.

My hands reach out for a pair of  jeans, a white top. I’m always 
trying to teach the kids to be themselves, to be who they are and 
allow the worthwhile friends to gravitate towards them. I should take 
my own advice. No, I didn’t want to move, but I’m here and I have 
to do this. So I have to do it on my terms –  a special outfit won’t do 
that; what will do that is showing everyone I am comfortable in my 
own skin.

I also need to get a bloody move on.

7:40 a.m. I have three children, all in uniforms, standing on the 
pavement outside the house. I also have five minutes to spare. This 
is a win. This is a win that was achieved with only a minimal amount 
of  shouting (me) and a tiny amount of  scowling (them). Especially 
since they then went on to be moderately cooperative with the obliga-
tory  first- day- of- school photos in front of  the fireplace. A miracle, 
especially when they all explained to me, at various points, that school 
started a week ago for everyone else, and so it’s not really the first 
day of  school.

I look at my children while I run through my mental locking up 
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checklist. Then I look at them frozen on my mobile’s new screen 
saver: Ore, the youngest twin, tips his head up and pushes his chin 
forward, showing off his missing lower teeth; Oscar, the oldest 
twin, smiling as always with his mouth closed and his head tipped 
slightly to one side. And Harmony, standing behind them, staring 
at  the camera, radiant and beautiful, simply smiling. Simply 
Harmony.

I turn to my  fifteen- year- old. I hate the idea of  her rocking up 
there on the bus knowing no one as she walks through the gates. ‘Are 
you sure you don’t want to come with me to take the boys, and I’ll 
drive you to school a bit later? Actually, it won’t even be that much 
later since they start at eight fifteen,’ I say to her. I’ve been there for 
every single one of  her first days at school –  even making the boys 
late the past three years, so I can be there –  and I can’t quite believe 
I am going to miss this one. ‘Or you  could—’

Harmony shakes her head. ‘I’ll be fine.’
When she says that, what she really means is: I’ve earned this trip 

to school alone.
If  we were in a TV drama, right about now, there’d be a montage 

of  all of  Harmony’s first days at school –  every one with me sobbing, 
or holding back the sobs, or pretending not to sob as I clung to her 
and whispered over and over how much I loved her. Each new clip 
would show a bigger, taller Harmony wearing exactly the same 
expression: lips pursed, eyes raised to the heavens, patience itself  
sitting on her face as she waits for me to get a grip.

‘I can’t believe I won’t be able to see you in on your first day,’ I 
say to her. ‘Especially since it’s a new school.’

‘Mum, thing is, I can go to school on my own.’
‘But we’re in Brighton. It’s not like London. We’re practically in 

the middle of  nowhere here and you’re having to get a bus all on 
your own, wearing a strange uniform and, you know, I should be 
doing that with you.’ Tears fill my eyes at the thought of  my poor 
unaccompanied daughter.

‘Didn’t you have two other children so I didn’t get to be the sole 
focus of  this craziness?’ Harmony says with barely concealed 
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contempt. ‘I mean, isn’t that what they’re for  ?’ She turns to her 
brothers. ‘No offence,’ she tells them.

‘Lots taken,’ Oscar,  eight years of  deep thinking, replies.
‘Yeah,’ chimes in Ore, ‘lots taken.’
‘Sorry boys, it’s every child for themselves at times like this. I’ve 

had ten school years of  this, you’ve had three, so don’t “lots 
taken” me.’

‘Right, well, when you’ve all quite finished being outraged at me, 
your mother, caring so deeply about you, shall we go?’

Before my daughter can even think to move, I fling my arms 
around her, kiss her cheeks, kiss her forehead, tell her over and over 
how much I love her and how proud I am of  her. If  I can’t do it at 
her school, I’ll do it here.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ she eventually mumbles, and untangles herself  
from me while in one smooth, practised move she swings her tur-
quoise rucksack onto her shoulder. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she says and 
then walks away. She doesn’t get far before she runs back to us and 
bends to her brothers. ‘See you two,’ she says as she throws her arms 
around them. ‘Have a great first day. Tell me all about it tonight, 
OK?’

‘We will,’ they say at the same time. She rises to her full height 
and I see it, a quiver of  nervousness as it flits across her features. 
I’m not meant to know –  none of  us are meant to know –  so I stop 
myself  from grabbing her again and deciding to start home 
 schooling. My daughter tucks her fears away behind her trademark 
cool nonchalance before she rehoists her bag. As she passes me, she 
presses a brief  kiss on my cheek without looking at me, and then 
carries on, down the road, around the corner and to the bus stop. 
To the outside world she might be fifteen and taller than me, but to 
me, she’ll always be five and not quite ready to do anything much 
on her own.

8:05 a.m. It’s taken longer to arrive here at the gates of  Plummer 
Prep than when we walked it yesterday. I’m not sure why. We prac-
tically strolled here yesterday, and today the boys have scooted while 
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I ran along behind, weighed down with book bags, rucksacks and 
hats, piling embarrassment upon embarrassment by shouting like a 
town crier to ‘mind the road’, ‘watch out for pavement yuckiness’, 
‘don’t turn the corner until I’m there’.

Oscar and Ore slow down as we near the school. My heartbeat 
surges, becomes like rapid thunderclaps in my chest. Ore stops com-
pletely and I almost fall over him. Oscar stops next, and stands with 
his feet either side of  his green scooter platform and stares. They 
saw the school yesterday, but didn’t think –  as I didn’t, I suppose –  
what it would be like when there were so many people around.

Noise, disorder and chaos swirl through the warm,  sun- blushed 
September air outside the school. Children are being herded in, most 
without lingering goodbyes; others cling to parents who are trying 
desperately to remove them. Clumps of  parents stand like bundles 
of  hay, left at various points on the pavement to untie themselves 
and go about their day; vehicles are  double- parked, ignoring the yel-
low lines and the white zigzag lines as though those markings don’t 
apply to them. Other cars pull up in the middle of  the road, stopping 
traffic, while their drivers slap on hazard lights and jump out to open 
the back doors, virtually  javelin- throwing their children out of  their 
seats.

When I’d first come to look around Plummer Prep (Sol was work-
ing so he couldn’t make it) I’d been impressed by the look of  it: a 
red,  double- fronted, rambling  mansion- house, with white pillars that 
flank its large entrance, set on the corner of  two main roads. Its roof  
is gunmetal grey, and its sash windows are painted white. It looks 
huge from the front, until you walk through the front and discover 
that it is, in fact, mahoosive, as Ore says. It has an extended glass walk-
way that is set like a large rectangle, with a large paved courtyard at 
its centre. The glass walkways lead to the art rooms, science labs and 
common rooms. Behind that are the three different playing fields, 
two that lie end to end, and the other is the cricket pitch, complete 
with its own weatherboard pavilion.

With the size of  the place, I half  expected there’d be a glut of  
people arriving at the same time in the mornings, but what I didn’t 

9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 12 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM 9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 13 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM



14

expect was this frenzied, manic air. I didn’t expect so many parents 
to hang around, acting like this is the last time they’ll be together. 
They are acting like I do on my children’s first days, but they’ve all 
been here at least a week, they should be over it by now. And most 
of  them will have been doing this for years. My heart puckers in my 
chest. What is going on?

‘Come on, boys,’ I say, my voice jolly and excited, not terrified 
and wary about why they are behaving like this. ‘Isn’t this great?’

Ore turns to look at me like I’ve finally lost my mind and Oscar 
continues to stare –  neither of  them moves towards the gates.

‘Come on, scooters.’
Without losing their different expressions of  terror, the boys relin-

quish their scooters, and deftly, like I do it all the time, I scoop them 
up with one hand, still balancing their stuff, and negotiate the islands 
of  talking, lurking parents.

As we approach, I see the headmistress, Mrs Carpenter, who isn’t 
that much older than me, standing like a guard at Buckingham 
Palace, the epitome of  poise and control. She is wearing a purple 
suit with a green shirt –   the school’s uniform colours –   and her 
 strawberry- brown hair is swept up and twisted into a perfectly con-
structed chignon. She smiles and greets every child entering the 
school by name. I keep my eyes on her, a beacon in the turmoil that 
surrounds us. She grins as we approach and I know it’s going to be 
fine. She will welcome the boys, she will make sure other teachers 
welcome the boys; she will make the transition easy, smooth.

As we arrive in front of  Mrs Carpenter, the noise suddenly stops, 
cut off like a switch has been flicked on the background hubbub. 
Silence, a deathly hush, is cast over us. Have I gone deaf ? I look around. 
But I can still hear birdsong, the rush of  traffic from the adjacent 
road, the click of  flashing hazard lights, the sound of  the boys breath-
ing beside me. I look around again. Everyone is staring. Everyone is 
silent and they are all staring . . . at us.

The thunderclaps in my chest increase; my breath forgets to go in 
and out. Maybe I should have put more thought into my outfit? 
Maybe I should have driven, then I could have done a drop’n’run, 
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without anyone noticing us. I look down at the boys. Ore has a 
 determined- not- to- be- intimidated look on his face –  ready, it seems, 
to slug it out if  anyone says anything. Oscar is openly confused –  his 
eyes dart here and there, trying to get a handle on the situation. 
Eventually he looks at me and mouths: Mum?

I shake my head and shrug: I don’t understand it either.
I decide to ignore this, to not let the boys know that I’m scared, 

confused, worried about how the children will treat them if  this is 
how the parents behave, and I’m about to move forwards when the 
space I was going to fill is suddenly occupied by a tall white man. 
His short wavy brown hair is scruffy but not intentionally so, I don’t 
think. His navy suit is lightly creased, his white shirt could do with 
another iron, although his blue and gold paisley tie is in place. On 
either side of  him he has two  blonde- haired girls –  their school uni-
forms look like they have been washed and an attempt has been 
made at ironing, but like their dad’s shirt, it could all do with a 
 re- iron. It’s him –  them –  everyone is staring at.

The man has noticed the silence, of  course he has, and he stops 
short of  the school gates, ignores the now frozen smile of  Mrs Car-
penter, and looks left then right at the gawkers. Where his gaze lands, 
the heads turn away, embarrassed that they’ve been so obvious. When 
he has made everyone who stared feel uncomfortable, slightly 
ashamed, he carries on.

Mrs Carpenter seems to unfreeze then and her smile reignites 
itself. ‘Good morning, Madison, good morning, Scarlett. It’s lovely 
to see you both. Good morning, Mr Whidmore.’

In response, Mr Whidmore nods briefly to Mrs Carpenter before 
he lowers himself  to his daughters’ levels and hugs them.

‘Have a good day,’ he tells them quietly. The noise and talking has 
begun again but quietly, sombrely, like something bad has just hap-
pened and no one knows how to carry on. ‘I’ll pick you up from 
 after- school club, OK?’

Both girls nod; neither speaks. They both stand very still, rucksacks 
on their backs and book bags in their hands as they wait for their 
dad to let them go, then both turn in a seemingly synchronised spin 

9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 14 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM 9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 15 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM



16

to walk through the school gates. Most children who have entered 
the school go straight to the playground, these children, Madison 
and Scarlett, don’t even look in its direction – they head straight for 
the open front doors, step through and disappear.

Mr Whidmore straightens up, stares at Mrs Carpenter and her 
face says, What can I possibly say to make this right? while her mouth says, 
‘Try not to worry, we’ll take good care of  them, Mr Whidmore.’

He nods. ‘Make sure you do,’ he says.
As he turns away, he spots me and the boys, he stares at me, then 

stares through me, looking somewhere off over my right shoulder, 
then he swings left, glares in that area as though looking at someone 
specifically. Once he has stared, has made his point, he leaves. Like 
his daughters, he doesn’t look back.

What the hell have I just brought my children into?
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Hazel

8:05 a.m. What have I forgotten?
There’ll be something. I made a list, and I checked it twice, just 

like Santa in the song, but I think I forgot something for the list in 
the first place. Let’s face it, I’ve probably forgotten more than one 
thing. I stand very still outside the school gates ticking things off in 
my head while waiting for the bell so I can go off to work:

• Permission slips for trips/activities/various contentious 
subjects to be taught (tick)

• Said permission slips put into correct children’s bags (tick)
• Correct uniform, clean and put onto correct children (tick)
• Correct bags with correct PE and Games kits (cos there’s a 

difference) (tick)
• Navigated  pre- teen’s meltdown about phone/ make- up/

sleeping over at her dad’s place (tick, tick, tick)
• Arrived here on time (tick)
• Dressed in uniform ready to go to work (tick).

I have far too many ticks on that list for me not to have forgotten 
something. And it’ll be something huge. So huge I’ll probably be 
apologising to more than one person while reminding myself  I’m 
meant to be getting better at being an adult. And even as I’m remind-
ing myself  of  that, promising myself  I will do that, I know I’ll always 
be on the wrong side of  being a mess.

I sigh. What I’ve missed will soon reveal itself, I’m sure.
For a  mid- September morning it’s quite hot; humid but not as 
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sunny as it could be. I always think, though, that the heat in this area 
comes from the energy expended during the buzz of  the morning 
 drop- off. That moment when everyone rocks up, having put every-
thing into arriving as close to start time as possible, in as much of  
the correct uniform as possible. That energy usually escapes into the 
atmosphere as soon as the children cross the gates and the parents 
can sigh with relief  at getting them there. After that, most of  us 
run –  very few people used to wait until the bell sounds and the chil-
dren have filed in to leave. But since term started again, very few 
people do the drop’n’run thing –  most of  us now do the drop’n’hang 
thing, or, the drop’n’fret thing, which is what I do.

Washing machine? I remember putting clothes in the drum, I remember pouring 
in powder, I even remember turning the dial to synthetics, but did I press ‘go’? Is 
that it? The washing machine?

As well as the drop’n’fret, I drop’n’wonder . . . I wonder how I can 
stand to do this after everything? I wonder if  I should have talked to 
Walter, as bad as that would be, and taken the kids out of  school? I 
wonder where else it would be  safe—

The frantic buzz is suddenly guillotined. In place of  the chatter is 
now tension, hesitancy, pity and the unexpected quiet snatches my 
breath away.

That’s what I’ve forgotten.
I’ve forgotten that today is the day that Trevor is bringing the girls 

back to school.
Everyone stands and stares, silent and wary, as the three of  them 

approach the gates.
When Trevor has delivered the girls to the gates and hugged 

them, he virtually scowls at Mrs Carpenter, as though he holds 
her  responsible for what happened to his wife. After that glare he 
turns away, and then stares at the black woman with two children 
who stands in front of  him, before he stares on. He stares beyond 
the ghouls who are treating him like a horror show, before his gaze 
finally settles on who he was clearly looking for. Me. In this crowd, 
this group of  spectators, his eyes are on me. Glaring at me, accusing 
me. I know what you did, Hazel, he’s saying with that look. How could you?
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I want to look away, to hide the tears that are stinging my eyes, 
but I can’t. I can’t look away until he lets me go. I try to breathe, but 
my chest is too tight; I try to think but my mind is frozen. I try to feel 
and I can’t, not when all of  their pain is so potent and apparent and 
exposed.

He sweeps his accusatory gaze away and I lower my head, take a 
few shaky breaths in and focus on the ground. It’s as if  he knows. It’s 
as if  he can tell. I breathe even deeper, and I know he’s gone when the 
atmosphere around me releases a little and people quietly, cautiously 
start to talk again. Some people are staring at me, I can feel it. They 
know I was her friend. They remember how close we seemed. They’re 
wondering what I could possibly have done to make Trevor glare at 
me like that.

The small tinny beep of  my mobile goes off, making me jump. I 
remove it from my pocket and read the message.

We need to talk.
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Maxie

8:05 a.m. I can’t believe it’s only been a week of  this. It feels like I 
have been dragging myself  from bed to do the school run for weeks 
and weeks. I feel that slow, creeping exhaustion that comes towards 
the end of  term, when you’ve just got into the routine of  it, remem-
bering which bag, which uniform on which day, and then you’re at 
home with them all day again. Except, of  course, it’s only week two 
of  a new term.

Frankie has been ahead of  me on his scooter the whole way up 
here. I’m carrying his full –  and blinking heavy –  rucksack, as well 
as his book bag and his sports bag because he convinced me last 
night that he has a football match today. They don’t normally have 
matches on Mondays, but he’s nothing if  not convincing, my son. 
And often he’s right. I almost went onto PPY3, the messaging group 
for Year Three, to ask about it. My fingers hovered over the keys, 
ready to type out the simple message, but I couldn’t. In the days after 
Yvonne . . . in the days after what happened, the messaging stream 
had been overflowing with shock and very real fear about it; people 
talking and worrying and sympathising. After the shock faded and 
the constant updates stopped, it all switched: worry was replaced by 
speculation. Not about what happened, but about what Trevor 
would do.

‘Will he pull the kids out, do you think?’
‘I’d pull them out straight away. Why wouldn’t you?’
‘Can’t imagine how they’d feel going past that playground  

every day.’
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‘I think they should pull them out. It’s not fair on our kids to deal with 
that reminder every day.’

On and on and on and on it went. All wrapped up in concern, 
all ‘just asking’. It was unsavoury, as though people were either 
asking to find out the latest piece of  gossip, or asking because 
they wanted to know how his decision would impact them. Each 
time, when they asked a question, they would tag Anaya, Hazel 
and me. Her friends.

I’d been close, had been itching, to call them a bunch of  mawkish, 
 two- faced bastards and then leave the messaging group. But I’d held 
my tongue (finger) because I had to see them every day, I had to bring 
Frankie up alongside their offspring. I had to do whatever I could to 
not stand out any more than we already do.

Frankie moves like a green and purple needle, weaving himself  in 
between the various mothers who stand on the pavement, zipping 
in and out of  them, invisibly sewing their forms together. I have to 
keep moving left and right, rising sometimes to my tiptoes so that I 
can keep my eyes on him. ‘Hi, Maxie,’ someone says. I smile at her, 
pat her on the shoulder, and move on, without ever letting Frankie 
out of  my sight. There’s another ‘hello’ hand on my shoulder; a 
smile; a wave; a  half- shouted mention of  coffee soon, the usual greet-
ings to arriving at the gate, and I respond to them all appropriately –  
a smile, a pat on the back, an indication to text about coffee, a ‘call 
me’ sign –  all the while I watch my son make his way to the school 
gates. I am expert at communicating with others but never taking 
my eyes off Frankie.

He must feel like the most watched child on the planet because I 
rarely take my eyes off him. I know it’s normal to worry about your 
child, to briefly have scenarios flit through your head about what 
could happen and to pause and then bat them away. And I know it’s 
not normal to lie awake at 5 a.m. and stare into the brightening 
gloom, while scenario after terrifying scenario about how your child 
could be snatched away runs through your mind. For most people, 
though, the things I worry about amount to nothing more than urban 
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legend, a good story to hear from friends, a great plot to watch on 
telly. For most people, what I worry about is fantasy, but I’ve lived it.

Frankie does one of  his  well- practised fancy sliding stops, then 
hops off his scooter, treats Mrs Carpenter to a happy, toothy grin 
before he whips off his black helmet. I come up behind him and take 
the helmet.

Among the faces I recognise there is a parent I’ve never seen 
before. She is casually dressed in jeans,  T- shirt and  teal- green leather 
jacket. Her skin is the same dark mocha of  Mum’s complexion, her 
 shoulder- length black hair is in large,  rope- like twists, and with her 
large, expressive eyes, she is actually quite beautiful. She so doesn’t 
know it though. Not from the clothes she’s combined, the way her 
features are set as she  power- walks behind two young boys –  who 
look about Frankie’s age –  carrying their rucksacks, book bags and 
school coats. One of  the boys’ green and purple caps is perched on 
top of  her head. She’s about to approach the gate, when an unearthly 
silence falls over everyone outside. Even the children in the play-
ground stop for a moment when they notice that their adults are 
suddenly, brutally, mute.

My heart almost turns itself  inside out when I see him. He’s so 
much paler than normal, dark circles under his eyes, and a crumpled 
look about him. It’s clear from how they look that Yvonne did 
everything. I never worked out how she managed it: how she looked 
so good, ran the Parents’ Council –   even before she was its offi-
cial head –  and managed to make sure her family were always in 
clean, ironed clothes. No, she didn’t have a job, but a lot of  people 
don’t have jobs and still don’t manage to excel at homemaking 
like Yvonne did.

My heart goes to my throat when I see Madison and Scarlett. They 
walk beside their father,  straight- backed and apparently oblivious to 
the way those around them are behaving. Those poor girls. I should 
have been round. I should have offered to have them over. I should 
have done what Yvonne did if  any of  us had a crisis –  stepped in to 
keep things as normal as possible for the children. If  Yvonne were 
around, she would have drawn up a rota, she would have arranged 

9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 22 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM 9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 23 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM



23

food and laundry. She would make sure the person’s other half  was 
never alone. I should have done that.

I couldn’t, though. I just couldn’t.
Trevor walks through the school gates, nods cordially to Mrs Car-

penter, then lowers himself  so he can hug his children in succession. 
I imagine he’s reassuring them that he’ll be there later, that they’ll 
be fine . . . that their mother will –  eventually –  be fine, too. She’s 
still in a coma three weeks later, but she will be fine. I can tell, even 
from where I’m standing, that he’s doing that thing that all parents 
have done at some point –  making promises we can’t possibly know 
if  we’re able to keep.

Trevor turns and looks again at Mrs Carpenter. Obviously they 
have spoken on the phone, have planned this return and how it will 
be ‘managed’, but they don’t look like the conversation went well. 
Mrs Carpenter looks, in fact, like she wishes this wasn’t happening. 
Despite the way she’s greeted the girls so warmly, I wonder if  she 
asked Trevor to consider keeping them at home a while longer, or if  
she suggested they leave? The whole thing has been the worst pos-
sible PR job for the school, and with the amount of  parents who just 
pulled their children out –  some simply saying ‘sue me for the term’s 
fees’ –  I wonder if  they would prefer if  the Whidmores quietly faded 
away.

But no one could be that cruel. No one could watch the tension 
that has made the girls’ bodies ramrod straight and feel anything 
other than guilty. Guilty that your family is still intact, still safe, still 
fully awake.

After a brief  exchange, Trevor turns and looks slowly at the crowd, 
stares at each and every person, probably silently cursing us. J’accuse, 
he says with his eyes. J’accuse. As his eyes trawl the people around 
him, his contempt for us clear, his gaze snags on the other side of  
the gates. He glares at a particular spot for just that little bit longer 
and then his eyes carry on until they reach me. We stare at each other, 
his anger at me, at what I’ve done, apparent.

I hold my breath, the air painful and burning in my chest. Does he 
know? Has he found out? He can’t have. There is no way he could have.
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But his eyes: they pause, they remain and they continue to accuse 
me. Harder than how he cursed the others. Much harder. He’s upset, 
distressed about Yvonne, scared and hurt, too. There’s no way on Earth 
he can know. His damning gaze moves on, finishing its angry sweep 
of  the crowd, and then he stomps away without a backward glance. 
I want to watch him go, but I don’t. I can’t.

Frankie is wriggling against me; I’ve been holding him close, prob-
ably tighter than normal. He manages to break away from me. He 
holds out his arms for his bags, impatient enough to keep looking 
over his shoulder to where his mates are kicking a ball around in the 
playground. I suddenly can’t look at that playground, at where she 
was found behind the usually locked gates. I suddenly want to snatch 
Frankie away, take him to another school and pretend I never met 
Yvonne, or Hazel or Anaya for that matter.

‘Mum, see you later,’ he says, indicating he wants his stuff and I’m 
holding him up. Reluctantly, I hand over his belongings, bend to kiss 
him before he dashes away, leaving most of  my kiss hanging like a 
falling leaf  in the autumn air.

Instead of  turning away, I reach into my pocket, take out my 
phone. The atmosphere around the school hasn’t gone back to nor-
mal, like the waters closing after a parting, instead everyone is still 
here,  talking in hushed tones. This isn’t what it used to be like. As 
well as the presence of  a police car parked across the road, and the 
almost visible canopy of  a heavy, crushing pall hanging over us, the 
daily reminder that something bad happened is the fact that the 
parents stay now for the whistle. All of  us –  even the drop’n’runners, 
the ones who work in London and other cities –  hang around the 
gates, as though our presence alone will keep them safe. Into my 
mobile I type:

We need to talk.

and press send before I change my mind.
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Anaya

8:15 a.m. ‘I swear, you two, why are we always doing this?’
I turn into Plummer Place, and immediately know I’m not going 

to get a park. There are cars lined up on both sides of  the street, and 
at the bottom of  the road, near the school, I can see  double- parked 
cars on the left and right hand sides. This wouldn’t be an issue if  
these two wouldn’t expend what feels like a lot of  energy making 
sure we don’t leave the house on time. I sometimes think they work 
against me because it’s fun to see Mama, who at all other times is 
calm and sane, become a screaming monster. ‘We need to get our-
selves out of  the house earlier, OK? This isn’t good for any of  us, 
this rushing.’

As I talk, my eyes are scanning, searching for a gap, any space that 
will let me pull up and drop them off.

‘Do you hear me?’ I say to them.
‘Yes, Mama,’ they chorus, probably not even listening to me. Priya 

plunges back into explaining to Arjun how she dunked a hoop in the 
boys’ game of  basketball last week and they were all jealous because 
they couldn’t jump like she could.

There! A gap, a space between a Jeep and a BMW, the perfect size 
for this beast that Sanj bought for me. I push lightly on the brakes, 
start to slow the car and then realise it’s a driveway. Seriously, I’ve 
been doing this for five years, when am I not going to get fooled by 
that? I drive on, past Plummer Prep, which has a swarm of  parents 
standing on the pavement outside. I turn left at the end of  the road 
because no matter how late we are, I can’t do what other people are 
doing and  double- park. It’s just not in me. I’ll have to find somewhere 
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round here and we’ll have to do that  run- walk we’re so good at first 
thing in the morning. I’m so tired of  this. My day shouldn’t start like 
this. ‘I mean it, you two,’ I interrupt them. Even around here, a 
smaller road, it’s busy, because no one has left the school surrounds 
yet, no one has allowed me to get one of  those latecomer spots. ‘We 
can’t keep doing this.’

‘We know,’ they say at the same time. Of  course they know. 
This is the usual conversation when we get to this point in the 
school journey: I am craving caffeine at this point; they are wishing 
I would just accept that this is who we are, how we are, and stop 
going on about it. But I can’t let it go, I can’t allow us to become 
the perpetual late ones –  I have to try to drum into them that we 
are in need of  an extra five minutes. Just that extra bit of  time so 
when we do park a little further away, we can walk to the gates. We 
can arrive calm and relaxed, instead of  flustered and me feeling 
like I’m the one who the headmistress will take into her office to 
lecture on personal responsibility. Also, I want to get to that place 
where I can pretend that I am superwoman –  able to wrangle two 
children with ease.

I glance in the  rear- view mirror at them to see if  I have in any 
small way got through to them.  Eight- year- old Priya sits tall in her 
seat, her shiny black hair parted perfectly in the middle and swept 
back into a low, plaited ponytail;  ten- year- old Arjun is slouched in 
his car seat, his uniform already looking like he’s been at school all 
day, even though I made sure he was wearing ironed, clean clothes 
when we were getting ready. They aren’t listening. Of  course 
they’re not.

My eyes return to the road and a large figure is suddenly there, 
in front of  the car. I have to slam on my brakes in an emergency 
stop, throwing all of  us forwards, the children already complain-
ing before any of  us have time to sit back in our seats. ‘Are you OK?’ 
I ask them.

‘No,’ Arjun complains.
‘Why’d you do that, Mama?’ asks Priya.
My eyes return to the person who caused me to brake, to see if  
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they have any idea how they’ve put my children in danger, let alone 
themselves. ‘I didn’t  mean—’

It’s him. The figure standing in the road is him. I haven’t seen him 
since it happened. I haven’t seen him and, I suppose, I wasn’t expect-
ing to see him. I was hoping to manage to avoid seeing him for as 
long as possible. He stands in the middle of  the road and scowls at 
me. His gaze is a piercing blue glare that burns through the wind-
screen and carves his anger into my skin. With a sneer and a shake 
of  his head, he turns away and continues to stalk across the road to 
his car.

I’m shaking. Not just from the emergency stop, but also from what 
Trevor just did. He hates me. He absolutely hates me. I know why. 
I don’t blame him. But it’s horrible to see such a look on the face of  
someone with whom I have sat and eaten and drunk and danced 
and socialised. It’s heartbreaking to see that look on the face of  a 
friend.

My hands tremble as I move my foot from the brake onto the 
accelerator and move off again. I find somewhere to park and then 
immerse myself  in getting the kids out of  the car, grabbing bags and 
blazers, delivering them to the school gates, just in time for them to 
line up in their neat  year- group lines to go inside.

I don’t make eye contact with anyone, not even the mothers who 
usually just smile at me. I don’t want to see anyone, to have them 
look at me like Trevor just did. On my way back, I am still on edge 
until I reach the end of  the road and I can breathe again. The crowd 
is dispersing now that the children are going in, and the further away 
I get from the gates, from the playground where she was found, the 
better I feel. The freer I feel.

It was the same last week when we all went back to school. Every 
time I approached the place, my breathing would stall, my body 
would tense, I’d have to keep blinking to stop myself  crying.

The other two are waiting by my car with their arms folded across 
their huddled, tensed bodies. They’re not talking, they are standing 
there, looking how I feel: worried, scared, shivery. Hazel’s brown hair 
was probably a neat bun when she left the house this morning, but 
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it is a frazzled mess now; Maxie has obviously been spinning her 
curls around her finger so her hair is in clumps rather than ringlets. 
Both of  them have unfocused gazes that are fixed on the  mid- distance.

Since it happened, we haven’t been near each other. We haven’t 
messaged each other, we didn’t meet for coffee last Wednesday, didn’t 
stand together at pick-up and drop-off –  it was like we barely knew 
each other. We didn’t plan it, we just instinctively kept our distance. 
Even after the police questioned us because we were the last people 
to see her conscious that night, we didn’t get on the phone to each 
other to compare notes, we didn’t rush to meet up. Now we’ve seen 
Trevor, though, it’s different. I’m deducing they have seen him. I’m 
thinking they must have had the same look from him. Why else would 
they look like I feel?

I come to a stop in front of  them.
I’m guessing we really do need to talk about this now.
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Cece

10 a.m. Sending the children to private schools goes against all my 
beliefs. Sol had tried to sell it to me as part of  the moving down here 
package and I hadn’t been interested. I believed in the state school 
system and that was pretty much that.

Then when I started researching schools in the area we could 
afford to buy in, I discovered that we were in the  so- called ‘dead 
zone’ when it came to state schools. There were none within walking 
distance and the other nearest ones that were a short drive away were 
full –  I didn’t believe the woman I spoke to at the council so I rang 
them all and checked. My best bet would be going on the waiting 
list or driving half  an hour every morning to get them to the one 
they would be originally allocated. Sol had helpfully piped up that 
maybe we should consider ‘independent’ education again (he’d 
changed the word ‘private’ to ‘independent’ to try to soften the 
impact of  it) and were there any ‘independent’ schools within walk-
ing distance of  our new home?

Plummer Prep came up. Plummer Prep, with its long history and 
its outstanding OFSTED report and shiny new website, and green 
and purple uniform, and mother who was almost bludgeoned to 
death in the front playground three weeks ago.

I’m hanging on the phone, waiting to speak to Sol. I left a million 
messages for him when I got back from school, managed a brief  
internet search, and he still hasn’t called me back. When his personal 
assistant had said to me with an embarrassed tone, the last time I 
called, that he’d ring me back as soon as possible, I decided to hang 
on the line.
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Plummer Prep. I’d liked the head teacher when I met her and 
when she’d shown me around I’d seen an array of  happy girls and 
boys who reflected the  multicultural world we lived in. I’d walked 
away, clutching my thick, shiny brochure and application forms, 
happy and, I’ll admit it, excited about the boys starting at the school. 
In the last few weeks, with all the craziness of  moving, I’d barely had 
time to eat, let alone check the news headlines. In all of  it, though, 
I’d been comforted that the school thing was sorted, and I didn’t 
have to worry about it.

‘Mrs Solarin, do you still want to hold?’ Sol’s personal assistant 
asks. If  possible, she is sounding even more embarrassed.

‘Oh, yes, thank you.’
The first thing I had typed in about the school had brought up 

the news articles. The pictures. I’d looked at Yvonne Whidmore, 
standing with her husband and children, looking so happy, so con-
tented with her life. And this was what had happened to her.

I had to take several deep breaths, had to walk around and around 
the kitchen several times to stop myself  running down to the school 
and grabbing my children out of  class and bringing them home. By 
home, I mean London. This place is not my –  our –  home. That sort 
of  thing never happens in London. Well, of  course it does, but not 
to people I could potentially know. Not on the premises of  the place 
where I dropped off my kids.

The Whidmores looked like a nice family. He looked considerably 
different to the crumpled, highly stressed image I got of  him walking 
into the school with his children, but they seemed so together. How 
 could—

‘Cee, yep, what’s up?’
‘Sol. Did you hear about what happened at the boys’ school?’ I ask.
‘No, what? Are the boys all right?’
‘The woman who was found on the school grounds in the 

summer?’
‘Oh, that,’ he says dismissively.
‘So you heard about it? But didn’t bother to tell me?’ I ask.
Sol pauses now. He knows he’s about to plunge himself  into a 
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whole world of  trouble. ‘I might have heard something. But it 
wasn’t . . . I knew you’d just get yourself  all worked up about it.’

‘Get myself  all worked up about it? Aren’t you even worried, Sol? 
Because I am. What if  it was part of  a grudge someone has against 
the school? What if  they come back and harm our boys? What if  
this is the start of  something awful?’

‘It’ll be fine,’ Sol says. That’s it. To that devastating revelation, to 
my worries, to my assessment of  the atmosphere at the school, all I 
get is ‘It’ll be fine.’

‘You didn’t just hear something, did you? You knew all about it,’ 
I say to him.

‘I told you, I heard something. But seriously, Cee, stop fussing, it’ll 
be fine.’

Over the last three months Sol has been doing this: dismissing me 
and anything I try to bring up with him in a condescending manner. 
‘I really hope you’re right,’ I say to him.

‘I am. Look, Cee, I have to go. Stop worrying. See ya.’
He hangs up before I can even say a proper bye and the anger I’ve 

been suppressing flares up like an inferno in me.
I really didn’t want to move. But I had to. The longer Sol and I 

were apart, the more distant he became. When he first got the pro-
motion, six months ago, he was commuting down to Brighton three 
or four times a week because none of  us wanted to move. And he’d 
get back late, grumpy and irritable, unpleasant and hostile. When 
we decided to try him living down in Brighton for a month he began 
to disappear. His texts during the day stopped completely, his replies 
to my texts dwindled, and on the phone he was short and distracted. 
Then we’d go three days sometimes without any communication. I 
didn’t want to move, but I didn’t want to lose him either, so I said 
yes to us moving, I convinced the children it was going to be a big 
adventure. And I ignored the fact that I was the one who lost the 
most in this. I didn’t want to be a  stay- at- home parent –  I didn’t have 
the strength for it. I liked working, I liked being independent and not 
reliant on anyone for anything. I truly thought once we were here 
that Sol would go back to who he was. But no, he is still being 
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dismissive and condescending. He is still treating me like an after-
thought. Is that because someone is ‘see ya’- ing and ‘TBH’- ing with my 
husband?

April, 2005
‘So, I have two questions to ask you,’ Sol said to me. We were 
cooking in my little kitchen, and Harmony was sitting in front of  
the television, counting her toes in time to something on In the 
Night Garden.

‘Go ahead, but just remember, I may not answer depending on 
how invasive the question is.’

Sol smiled and put down the carrots he was washing. He came to 
me, took the knife out of  my hands, and stood behind me. He 
wrapped his arms around my waist and nestled his cheek on my 
shoulder. ‘They are kind of  interlinked.’

‘Go ahead.’
‘Right, well, the thing is, I was wondering if  I could adopt 

Harmony?’
I froze. That I was not expecting. I was expecting him to ask if  we 

could move in together, not this. ‘What’s the other question?’ I man-
aged to squeeze out.

‘Well, will you marry me?’
I froze again. I was not expecting that, either.
‘Do you see how the two are interlinked now?’
‘Yes,’ I squeaked.
‘Have I scared you?’
‘Yes,’ I squeaked again.
‘Cece, I love you. You love me. Let’s get married. Make more 

babies.’
‘Is it really that simple?’
‘Of  course it is. Come on, Cee, when you think about it, if  we 

weren’t together, how would you feel? I mean, I know you’d cope 
and you wouldn’t fall apart, but how would you truly feel?’

How would I feel? Devastated. Hopeless. Broken. ‘Not good,’ I 
said to him. ‘But adoption and marriage, they are huge things.’
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‘What sort of  an answer is that? I’d be broken if  we weren’t 
together. Devastated. Hopeless. Broken. That’s why I want you to 
marry me and to let me adopt Harmony. You’re my family.’

‘OK,’ I replied as he wrapped his arms around me. ‘OK, I will 
marry you and I will let you adopt Harmony. OK.’

Sol spun me in his arms and picked me up, holding me above him, 
his grin so wide I could barely see his face. His grin, of  course, 
matched mine, because I couldn’t remember a time when someone 
had made me so happy.

10:20 a.m. I toss my phone onto the table and pick up my tablet 
again. I need to stop reading about Yvonne Whidmore. I need to 
focus on something else, anything else, because if  I start down that 
road and discover stuff about her that makes her life in any way 
similar to mine, I will be leaving before Sol gets back tonight. I look 
around at the boxes that need unpacking. I need to focus on some-
thing else. Just not that, either.
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Anaya

11:15 a.m. I was dubious about this car when Sanjay first suggested 
it. It’s too flashy, I’d told him. And not that brilliant for the environ-
ment. But he’d gone on about the safety record, about how the 
children would be better protected in a crash, and I’d asked him if  
we’d just have to ignore what sort of  planet they’d grow up to inherit 
then? And he’d replied that he would make the equivalent donation 
in the car price to any environmental charity I chose. Fair play to 
him, he did as well.

Since leaving the others, I couldn’t go home. Sanj is working up 
in London most days for the next few weeks, so the house will be 
empty, echoey and empty, and I can’t be alone in there right now. I 
can’t be with the others, but I can’t be alone at home.

My foot presses down on the accelerator and the car surges for-
ward, eating up the black line of  road that leads upwards through 
the green hillside to the top of  Devil’s Dyke. Sometimes the way to 
Devil’s Dyke feels like an almost vertical incline. When I used to 
come running up here, I had to dig deep, concentrate on every step, 
push through the shuddering of  my leg muscles to reach the top, to 
stand at the very summit and throw my arms in the air, victorious 
like Rocky Balboa after his famous run. I was humming the Rocky 
theme tune in my head, of  course.

Now I’m driving up here, climbing all this way to be closer to the 
sky, to be as far away from the beach as I can while still being able 
to see it. I want to think about that night with Yvonne and forget 
about it at the same time.

When Trevor wasn’t bringing the girls to school, last week, when 

9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 34 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM 9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 35 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM



35

it was simply everyone hanging around until the kids went in, and 
no one really talked about it, it was easier to act as if  it hadn’t really 
happened. To pretend that I hadn’t seen her that night, that . . . I’d 
told the police all about it, of  course. Apart from the bits I couldn’t 
tell them. Wouldn’t tell them. What does it matter, the semantics of  
it –  I didn’t tell them everything. Most, but not all. It’s always that 
detail that catches you out.

I almost knock the car door off its hinges freeing myself, push-
ing myself  into the windy top of  the hill. I can see for miles and 
miles, but you have to know exactly where to stand to see the 
beach, to see the sea, to see where one of  my former best 
friends began the night that would end with her in a coma. Without 
thinking, I stand in that spot and cover my eyes. Hide myself. It’s 
too much. Too much. I have to tell. I have to tell Sanjay everything. 
Even if  it ruins my life.

I have to tell.
But I can’t.
I won’t.
I mustn’t.

April, 2003
I stood behind the metal mesh railings of  the balcony of  this hot 
new London club, looking down at the party I had put together. I’d 
organised it to celebrate the merger of  two huge companies, and it 
had gone off without a hitch. Obviously we’d had the usual tan-
trums –  the clients not liking the decor, food, location, about three 
minutes before the event was meant to start. Obviously I’d discovered 
that the people I’d put next to each other on certain tables had once 
been married/caught having affairs/threatened to kill each other 
and so I’d had to rearrange EVERYONE to make sure they were 
properly far apart. But those were mere glitches to be expected and 
I wasn’t in danger of  losing my job over them.

I was aware of  the tall, handsome man moving up the metal stair-
case as though he glided, and I pretended not to see him. He was 
Sanjay Kohli and he’d arrived with the bigwigs who’d spent the best 

9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 34 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM 9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 35 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM



36

part of  a year negotiating this deal. He didn’t work for either com-
pany, he was the man who’d made it happen. He was a matchmaker 
for companies who often didn’t know they were looking for someone 
to hook up with, and he’d been all over the business pages as the hot 
new thing. He was certainly the  best- looking thing. I’d read all about 
him when my company, Logan & Lachlan & Lockhart, had won the 
pitch for this account. When I’d seen a picture of  Sanjay Kohli, I’d 
actually gasped. They were all polished, these people involved with 
big business and mergers, but he was that handsome reserved for 
movie stars who had access to filters,  make- up artists and time to 
take care of  themselves. His  saffron- brown skin was smooth and 
unmarked, his large eyes were edged by thick  midnight- black eye-
lashes, his features were framed by thick black eyebrows. The way 
he was smiling at the camera gave the impression that he knew 
something about you but he wasn’t going to tell you what –  in fact, 
he wasn’t ever going to tell anyone. I knew I’d see him at the launch 
and decide he would be my event crush.

When he’d walked in, told me his name, and smiled that smile 
as I ticked it off, I’d felt my cheeks grow warm. I’d stared very 
hard at the sheet in front of  me and pretended I was immune to 
his looks.

I’d watched Sanjay Kohli from my balcony, moving from group 
to group, talking, engaging, making everyone feel at ease, while most 
people were slowly descending. I was fascinated by this process: the 
sloughing off of  sensibility and decorum; the formal layers peeling 
away with every sip of  the drinks in their hands and becoming a 
different breed to the ones who’d walked in the doors. It would end 
in tears. Tantrums, tears and taxis. Always. No matter who, no mat-
ter how refined, these parties, these events that kept me employed, 
always ended the same way. And I always came away a little deflated 
that the person I’d decided was my event crush had descended with 
the rest of  them.

‘I hear you’re the one to thank for this splendid event,’ Sanjay 
Kohli said to me. Most of  the time, my event crush did not speak to 
me beyond telling me his name on the door, or to complain about 
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something that wasn’t in my power to change. Beyond being the 
gateway to the end of  the night and a body full of  alcohol and good 
food, I didn’t exist to most people.

I took a fake sip of  the champagne glass in my hand and smiled 
at him. ‘I am part of  the team that put this event together,’ I replied.

‘I see,’ he said. Amusement danced around his mouth and eyes, 
as though he was mocking me for being  self- effacing. ‘Part of  the 
team.’ He nodded. ‘You wouldn’t happen to be Anaya Harshani, 
would you?’

I gulped, discreetly, so he wouldn’t see how flattered I was, posi-
tively brimming with excitement that he might know who I was. ‘Yes, 
yes, I am.’

‘I seem to remember that most of  the emails about this event came 
from you. Sometimes late into the night.’

‘I didn’t know you were on the email list.’
‘My assistant is, and she forwards everything on to me. I always 

like to know what is going on with my projects.’
‘Good plan,’ I replied. ‘I’m the same.’
He took a fake sip of  the drink in his hand and I smiled because 

he probably wasn’t going to descend. ‘Tuhānū rāta dē  khān
˙

ē  la’ ı̄  
jān

˙
ā cāhudē  hō?’ he said quietly, while staring straight into my eyes.
I had to rewet my lips, take a deep breath and remind myself  to 

smile before I could speak. Those eyes. They were like whirlpools 
that drew you in and then swirled you around. ‘I’m sorry, my parents 
are from Sri Lanka,’ I said. ‘I don’t speak or understand Punjabi.’

‘Ah, shame,’ he replied. ‘That will teach me to make assumptions 
based on a name and a picture. OK, in English: would you like to 
go to dinner?’

‘I would like to go to dinner. But I am not going to go to dinner 
with you.’

‘Ah . . . And why not, may I ask?’
I glanced at the event below and spotted my boss, with his 

 sun- induced wrinkles and expensive glasses, staring up at us. He’d 
been hired after me so had ‘inherited’ me. I’d overheard him, on a 
night when he had descended with the rest of  them, say that I was 
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too pretty to try hard enough, too ethnic to be promoted, and too 
fuckable to not be a sexual harassment suit waiting to happen. He’d 
been mortified when he’d realised I’d overheard, and had been try-
ing to get rid of  me ever since. I knew he was going to watch how 
this interaction with someone important would play out and add it 
to the list of  things he would use to get me out.

‘Because I can’t get involved with clients, no matter how tenuously 
a client they may be.’

‘So you know who I am?’ he asked.
‘Doesn’t everyone?’ I replied.
He laughed, his face cracking from the fixed, knowing smile he’d 

worn all evening. ‘Well, isn’t part of  your job giving the client what 
they want?’ he asked.

‘No.’ I shook my head, and I watched his eyes follow the move-
ment of  my hair, transfixed like it was black water flowing from my 
head. ‘My job is to give the client what they need, because rarely is 
what a client wants what is good or right for them. And anyway, I’m 
not part of  this or any deal.’

He reached into his inner pocket and pulled out his business card. 
‘When you leave your job, give me a call,’ he said.

I didn’t take his card –  I couldn’t with my boss watching. ‘And if  
you ever leave your job, give me a call,’ I said. ‘I really must go,’ I 
added. I did not want to stop being around him, but I had to. It was 
the only way to stop myself  descending with the rest of  them except 
my overindulgence would be with Sanjay Kohli.

11:35 a.m. The wind whips at me up on this hill and I close my 
eyes, put out my arms. I want to jump off. Jump off and float away 
from all of  what happened and all of  what’s to come.
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Cece

4:35 p.m. Ore comes out of  the building first, and he looks like he 
has all his belongings with him. He always does. It’s almost always 
Oscar who has to go back for his book bag, his hat, his jumper, his 
homework folder, his . . . his . . . his . . . Ore walks beside a girl with 
 saffron- brown skin and shiny black hair swept back into a plait under 
her green and purple hat, talking avidly about something. Oscar 
brings up the rear, carrying some of  his stuff in his arms, but I can 
see his cap is on his head, and he has both his rucksack and book 
bag, as well as his blazer, so that’s a good start. He walks beside a 
boy with pale skin and brown hair, they are also immersed in intense 
conversation.

‘How was your day, boys?’ I ask them as they trail up to me and 
I relieve them of  their belongings while handing over their 
scooters.

‘Great!’ Ore says.
‘It was so cool,’ Oscar says.
‘Really?’ I ask. I was hoping they’d have a good day and a tiny 

little part of  me was kind of  hoping they wouldn’t like it so I’d have 
an excuse to move back to London.

‘Yeah,’ Oscar says. ‘It’s like, the best school.’
‘Ever,’ Ore ends. ‘Ever.’
I look from one face to the other: both of  them are so excited and 

happy. I guess that means we’re staying.
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Hazel

5 p.m. ‘Coats off, shoes off, then straight upstairs with your bags 
to wash hands and start homework. I’ll bring you up drinks 
and snacks.’

I sound convincing. My voice is clear, my words are easy to under-
stand and yet, and yet . . . I watch Russell chuck his green rucksack 
and  mud- splattered purple sports bag down in the middle of  the hall, 
just in time for Camille to half  trip over it before she goes on to do 
the same. Russell rips off his blazer, and drop it behind him without 
missing a beat, then he sideswipes Camille so he can run into the 
living room and throw himself  onto the sofa. Calvin brings up the 
rear, stepping over the detritus of  his older siblings and shedding his 
book bag, then heads for the kitchen. Camille has gone for the play-
room. I stand at the bottom of  the stairs, watching the intention 
behind my words evaporate like wisps of  steam in the ether. They 
just do not listen to me. But, fair play to them, do I listen to me?

I inhale deeply, turn away from the mess that my children have 
left and turn towards the kitchen. Calvin has disappeared into the 
pantry and is probably knocking things onto the floor to find where 
I hid the chocolate biscuits. I ignore him, and go over to the far side 
of  the cooker. I need to heat the oven, get this lasagne in, but I can’t 
move from here. I keep seeing Trevor’s face. Scarlett’s face. Madison’s 
face. I keep seeing their faces. All day they’ve been hounding me, 
coming to me when I’ve been trying to concentrate at work. I keep 
seeing what being without her is like. I grab the side to steady myself, 
bend forwards and take a long breath in. The out breath chokes in 
my throat, causes a loud sob. Oh God, what did I do? What did I do? 

9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 40 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM 9781780895987_TheFriend.indd 41 4/7/17 10:28:44 AM



41

Another sob, and I almost double over, the thought of  it ripping 
its way through me, almost tearing me in two. ‘Oh God,’ I sob. 
‘Oh God.’

‘Mum? Mum, are you OK?’ Calvin says suddenly.
I jerk myself  upright, try to pull myself  together. I shouldn’t do 

that in front of  him. Or any of  the kids. Or anyone. No one can 
know about this.

‘Yes, yes, I am.’
His face is creased with concern, wrinkled by worry. I go to touch 

his cheek but I’m trembling so I have to return my hand to my side 
without touching him. ‘I’m fine, sweetheart, really, I’m fine.’ I force 
myself  to stand like everything is normal.

‘I’m sorry we didn’t listen to you,’ he says. His voice is panicky. 
Scrabbling around to find a reason why I’m acting the way I am. 
‘I’m sorry, Mum. I will listen to you from now on. Promise.’ He holds 
out his little finger. He wants me to hook my pinkie through it, to 
accept his promise by linking with him. ‘Promise.’

‘When do you lot ever listen to me?’ I say to him. ‘I’m not 
upset about that.’ I shake my head. ‘I mean, yes, it’s not great that 
you lot never listen to me, but you know, that’s not what has upset 
me right now.’ I start moving the pans off the stove, onto the sauce-
pan stand at the end of  the kitchen. Oven! I’m meant to be turning on 
the oven.

‘Did Daddy tell you off again?’ Calvin asks. He’s not going to be 
fobbed off as easily as he used to be. He has been growing into that 
stage when children are more worried for those around them than 
for themselves. I like this phase he’s in, but it also means that the 
baby years are over. I’ll have that void in my life which a very young 
child has filled for years.

‘No, sweetheart, Walter –  I mean, Daddy –  didn’t tell me off again.’ 
Walter hasn’t been in touch since the night . . . Since he made that 
call that led to what happened to Yvonne. I can’t think about that, 
though. I can’t.

I bend down and hug Calvin, then I let him go, and with my hands 
on his shoulders, I march him out into the hall.
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‘OK,’ I say loudly from my place at the bottom of  the stairs. ‘I am 
about to put dinner in the oven. In that time, you need to pick up 
your stuff, and get upstairs, wash your hands and start your home-
work.’ I know they can hear me, but they’re all ignoring me. Even 
the one I am holding in front of  me. ‘If  that does not happen, I will 
be putting it all in the bin. And you’ll be the ones explaining to Mrs 
Carpenter why you’ve got no sports kit, no homework books, or 
library books. And don’t think I’ll be buying you new stuff until next 
year, either. It’ll take me five minutes to get dinner on. After that, it’s 
aaallllll up to you.’

Calvin gasps; he believes me and breaks free to quickly gather his 
belongings. First he attempts to hang up his blazer, but when he can’t 
quite reach the hook, he throws it down and snatches up his bag and 
then runs up the stairs, heading straight for the bedroom he shares 
with Russell.

The other two stay in place, messing with the instruments in the 
playroom and flicking through channels on the television. ‘Cool, 
guys,’ I say. ‘You do what you think is best. And when your stuff is 
in the bin, you can think up the right excuse to tell Mrs Carpenter. 
Of  course, “my mum threw it in the bin because I wouldn’t move it 
and wouldn’t do my homework” might not get the sort of  sympathy 
you hope it will, but I guess we’ll find out tomorrow, heh?’

Calmly, I walk back into the kitchen and shut the door behind me. 
I head for the  clingfilm- wrapped lasagne, which has been defrosting 
on the side all day. Once I’ve freed it from its covering, I press at the 
top, checking that it is properly defrosted. I prod a little more, before 
I pull a large metal baking tray from the small second oven and line 
that with greaseproof  paper. Carefully, I place the large ceramic dish 
on it and slide them into the oven. From the fridge I take out broc-
coli and green beans, then take my time to remove the florets from 
the stems, to top and tail the beans, to wash them, place them in the 
steamer, ready for them to go on when the lasagne is nearly done.

I do all this slowly and precisely, giving the other two time to think 
about whether I was serious, whether they should maybe not test me. 
By the time I open the kitchen door, all their belongings have been 
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removed from the hall, their blazers hung up, and they have also 
disappeared upstairs.

I stand at the bottom of  the stairs and smile to myself. A moment-
ary sense of  smugness washes over me. I don’t get to experience that 
very often when it comes to being a parent. Usually I feel like I am 
running at a hundred miles an hour just to stand still; often I feel 
like I am working very hard to not permanently damage one of  the 
children. I’ve never been one of  those serene parents who breezes 
through life, managing to do it all and do it well. I’m not like Yvonne, 
who made it look easy to run her family and life with precision; who 
was perfect in every way.

I’m thinking about her in the past tense. And she’s still here, she’s 
still with us, hanging on. Waiting, I think, to tell everyone all about 
me and what I did.
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