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1

Olivia

July 2007

My little boy. He looks so alone up there. It’s the first 
time he’s worn a suit since he left school, which God 
knows feels like five minutes ago, although it’s over two 
years. It seems only yesterday that I was sending him 
off to school for the very first time, his hands lost in 
the sleeves of a jumper I’d bought with growing room. 
I can see that boy in his face, which is the same to me 
as it’s always been. Yes, of course he’s changed, but the 
new faces have just been layered on top of his original 
face, the one that only I can see now – smooth- skinned 
and perfect, a sprinkling of freckles across his nose, his 
expression completely open.

It’s closed now, seemingly emotionless, although I’m 
not fooled. I’m the only one that can feel the tremors 
running through him, because they run through me too. 
Flesh of my flesh. Until a baby is around six or seven 
months old, it has no idea that it’s a separate person to 
its mother. Up until then, it thinks they are one person, 
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which is why separation anxiety kicks in around this 
time. Eventually, the baby gets it, but for the mother it 
never goes away. You and your child are, always and for-
ever, one. You feel every cut, every mean remark, every 
heartbreak.

‘Court rise.’
There’s a bang on the door signalling the judge’s 

imminent arrival, startling Daniel, who looks instinc-
tively up at me for guidance. I try to smile but my lips 
won’t press themselves into the right shape. His eyes 
sweep the public gallery hopefully, even though he 
knows Tony won’t be here; can’t face it. I can’t face it 
either, but I’m here. It’s merely the latest in a lifetime of 
things I couldn’t face but did anyway – getting up five 
times a night to feed him or soothe his crying, spending 
endless Sunday mornings watching him playing rugby 
in the freezing rain, driving him all over the country 
to play piano concerts, sitting beside him all night the 
first time he got drunk, too petrified to sleep in case 
he choked on his own vomit. Everything I’ve done has 
been to protect him, to make things better. This is what 
we do, we  mothers. I need to keep reminding myself of 
that, whatever happens, whatever I’ve done. It was never 
about me. It was for Daniel.

The judge sweeps in, a caricature in a frayed wig 
with florid cheeks, the jury watching him expectantly. 
They are nervous, overawed; it’s probably the first time 
most of them have been in a courtroom, let alone been 
a crucial part of the process. Some of them let their eyes 
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flicker to Daniel, but they don’t linger on him long. What 
is it that makes them look away? Disgust? Fear? How 
much do they already know about him, about what he 
is accused of?

I lean forward, resting my arms on the rail. I will be 
here every day until this is over. I can only let myself 
see a positive outcome, where he is exonerated  – the 
witnesses discredited, the . . . victim admitting she lied. 
We will take a taxi home and I will put him to bed and 
he will sleep, and his body and mind can begin to restore 
themselves.

I can’t countenance the alternative. I shudder at the 
idea. For me, as for most people, prison has always been 
an abstract concept; at most, I have driven past them, 
imagined the prisoners inside, but as a race apart: crim-
inals, not ordinary people. Completely alien to me and 
my way of life, something I will never come across or 
have to think about. Well, not any more. When you have 
other mothers as friends, the conversations move on over 
the years. First it was all sleepless nights and nappies, 
first words and potty training; then schools, friendship 
dramas, puberty. Most recently, it was drugs, sex and 
alcohol. I thought they would be the last problems we 
would have to deal with before I forged a new relation-
ship with my sons, an adult one. I imagined them taking 
me out for lunch, consulting me for advice on home 
improvements, hugging me again, like they did when 
they were little, but this time it would be them making 
me feel safe instead of the other way around. I never in a 
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million years imagined I would be here, in this unknown 
landscape where none of my friends can, or would want 
to, follow me. I would swap places with any of them in 
a heartbeat.

The judge sits down, and so does everybody else apart 
from the prosecution barrister, who turns to the jury to 
make his opening statement. And so it begins: my little 
boy’s rape trial.
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Ellen

September 2017

Sasha’s not in when I get home from the studio, so I put on 
a CD of Olivia’s recording of ‘Dido’s Lament’ by Purcell, 
full blast. Of course I’ve got everything she’s ever recorded 
downloaded, but this is my absolute favourite, softer and 
more intimate than some of the showier arias. It was the 
first thing I ever heard her sing live, and there’s something 
about slotting the CD into my old hi- fi that feels right. I 
played it on the show today, shoving down any misgiv-
ings I had about whether Sasha might be listening. She 
was at work; there’s no chance they were playing Simply 
Classical in her office. I don’t suppose any of her col-
leagues have even heard of such a tiny digital radio station 
unless she’s mentioned it, which I doubt. She hardly even 
talks to me about it – a silent signal that she disapproves 
of my choice of work, redolent of the Monktons as it is. 
Classical music was their world and she rejected it utterly, 
as she has done everything connected with them since the 
day she moved out.
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It was different for me, though. I loved it as she never 
did. My parents weren’t ones for listening to music. My 
mum listened to Radio 2 in the kitchen sometimes, and 
they had a few CDs in a dusty stand in the front room, 
one of which might be put on if they had friends round, 
but they didn’t care about it. It didn’t stir any emotion 
in them. I went through the motions of fandom when it 
came to the bands other girls liked, blu- tacking posters to 
my wall and even going to a couple of gigs with Karina, 
but my heart was never in it. It wasn’t until that first 
concert where I sat in the darkness next to Daniel, heart 
pounding, tears in my eyes, Olivia’s voice pouring over 
me, into me, like warm water, that I understood what 
music could be.

I lie down on the sofa, wanting to relax into the music 
but keeping one hand on the remote control, alert for 
Sasha’s key in the door. I hadn’t been expecting her 
last Friday – I thought she was going out straight after 
work – but she’d come home around 7 p.m. in a foul mood 
and found me listening to Olivia. She hadn’t said any-
thing about the music, but I could feel her displeasure, 
radiating out like soundwaves, invisible but powerful. 
I’d switched it off and tried to talk to her, but she’d 
stomped off to her room, saying she was tired. There 
was definitely something up with her but I never got to 
the bottom of it. This Friday it’s not Sasha’s key but the 
door buzzer that interrupts me, jerking me upright like a 
marionette. I hastily turn off the music and take the few 
steps into the hall.

Three Little Lies CS6 5th.indd   6 01/05/2018   11:56



7

‘It’s Jackson,’ says a terse voice on the intercom. No 
hello, how are you. Not for Jackson the fripperies of the 
normal greetings that oil the social wheels. I sigh and 
buzz him up, waiting until I hear his footsteps in the 
hallway before I open the door.

‘Is she here?’ he demands, sweeping past me into the 
front room.

‘No, she’s not back from work yet. Was she expecting 
you?’ I am chilly, matching his brusqueness note for note.

‘Clearly not,’ he says, flinging himself down on the 
sofa, legs apart. ‘I went to meet her from work . . . as a 
surprise.’ He has the grace to look shamefaced about this 
last bit. We both know he was checking up on her. ‘She 
hadn’t been there all afternoon. The receptionist told me 
she left at lunchtime, and her phone’s going straight to 
voicemail. If she’s not here, where is she?’

‘How the hell should I know? I’m not her keeper.’ I 
try to maintain a cold note of indignation, but a thread 
of worry tugs at a far corner of my brain. Where is she?

‘You’re not far off,’ he says. ‘Best friends, aren’t you? So 
close? Tells you everything?’

A small voice in my head wonders if this is true, but I 
want it to be, so I agree.

‘Yes, she does, and whatever you’re thinking, it’s not 
true. She’s not seeing someone else, Jackson. She’s really 
not. She loves you.’ This last part sounds weak even to 
me. I’m not sure she does. The rest of it doesn’t ring 
entirely true either. Twelve years of friendship should give 
you a certain understanding, a shorthand. We shouldn’t 
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have to tell each other what’s going on, how we’re feeling. 
We should just know. Usually I do, but in the last week or 
so, since she came home in such a strange mood, Sasha’s 
been distant, evasive, brushing off any attempt on my part 
to get her to open up. Jackson deflates a little with the 
realisation that I genuinely don’t know where she is, and 
I lower myself on to the edge of the armchair.

‘What’s going on with her, Ellen?’ His bluster has evap-
orated, and with a jolt of surprise, I realise how much he 
likes her. ‘I mean, she’s always blown hot and cold, but 
this is something else. It’s not the first time I’ve caught 
her out in a lie recently.’

‘What do you mean?’ I say, torn between my discom-
fort at discussing her like this and my need to know. 
What has she been lying to him about?

‘Oh, I don’t know . . . Not being where she said she was 
going to be, or being . . . evasive. Cagey.’

‘She’s always been a bit like that, though.’ This is true. 
She liked to retain an air of mystery, even when we were 
teenagers and had little to be mysterious about. ‘That’s 
just how she is. It doesn’t mean—’

‘That she’s shagging someone else? Oh, grow up, 
Ellen. She’s not this perfect superhuman being, you 
know. She’s as flawed as the rest of us. If not more so.’

‘I know,’ I say, stung. ‘I never said she was.’
‘No, you never said it,’ he says scathingly. ‘But we can 

all see it, what you think of her, how much you love her.’
‘She’s my best friend!’ My cheeks are hot. ‘And what 

do you mean, “we can all see it”? Who’s “we”?’
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‘Forget it.’ Jackson picks moodily at a loose thread on 
his jeans.

‘Look, she’s not here, and I have no idea when she’s 
going to be back,’ I say as firmly as I can, standing 
up and moving towards the door. I don’t want him 
here, cluttering up our flat with his accusations and 
insinuations. ‘When she gets back, I’ll tell her to 
call you, OK?’

‘I think I’ll wait,’ he says, taking out a pack of cigarettes 
and a lighter. ‘She’ll have to come back sooner or later.’

My instinct is to acquiesce, but I force myself to speak. 
‘I’d really rather you didn’t. And you can’t smoke in here.’

He sighs theatrically and puts the cigarettes back in 
his pocket. ‘Fine, I’ll go. But make sure she rings me as 
soon as she gets back.’

‘I’ll tell her you were here, Jackson. It’s up to her if she 
wants to ring you or not.’

After he’s gone, I go into the kitchen, where my 
phone is charging, and call Sasha. Her voicemail clicks 
in straight away. I listen to her message as if there’s going 
to be some clue contained in it. ‘Hi, this is Sasha’s phone. 
I’m not available right now so please leave a message.’ 
She’s smiling as she speaks, you can hear it.

‘Hey, it’s me. Jackson’s been here kicking off about 
you not being at work. Where are you? Call me when 
you get this.’

I replace the phone on the side and lean back against 
the worktop, staring out of the window. There’s not much 
to see from this side of the flat. The next block of flats is 
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about five metres from ours, a strip of potholed concrete 
in between. A couple of old- style punks with Mohicans 
live in the flat opposite. Sometimes they smile and wave 
when they’re in their kitchen cooking, but there’s no sign 
of them today. You can just see a section of pavement on 
the route that leads to and from the station, and there’s 
a steady stream of commuters making their way home 
from work. None of them is Sasha. That thread tugs at 
me again; memories push against the door I closed on 
them years ago.

I sit down at the tiny kitchen table by the window, 
taking a biro that has found its way into the fruit bowl 
and twiddling it round and round, ink staining my fin-
gers where it’s leaking. She would normally be back 
from work by now, entertaining me with tales of her day, 
pouring us both a large glass of wine, rooting around in 
the fridge for something to cook. It’s one of my favourite 
times of day when I’m in, although I’m not a traditional 
nine- to- fiver, what with irregular shifts at the station and 
other freelance work.

I’m hungry, but there doesn’t seem much point cook-
ing just for me. I toast a slice of bread and eat it without 
a plate, gazing out into the evening. As the sky darkens, 
the frequency of the passers- by decreases, but there’s no 
sign of Sasha. I call her again, but it’s still going straight 
to voicemail. The nagging voice in my head that I’ve 
been trying so hard to ignore is louder now. I put Olivia’s 
CD back on to try to drown it out, but it’s a mistake 
because it brings those days back, and what had started 
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as a whisper – a question, a suggestion – becomes a voice 
that I cannot quiet.

What if he’s back? it says. What if he’s had enough of his new 
life in Scotland? What if he’s been waiting, biding his time, 
lulling us into a false sense of security? Waiting for one of us 
to let our guard down, to slip up? What if he was waiting for 
her outside work? What if he followed her down the street, 
cornered her in a dark alley, bundled her into a car?

No. She’s gone out somewhere, her phone’s out of bat-
tery, that’s all. She’ll be back soon, smelling of wine and 
cigarettes; she’ll take me in her arms, hug me, affection-
ate and silly, slurring her words, full of gossip, indiscreet 
as ever. We’ll sit and talk late into the night as we often 
do; in the morning I’ll take her in a cup of tea and we’ll 
half- watch Saturday Kitchen on the telly in her room 
while we look at clothes online, planning an afternoon 
shopping trip.

It’s almost completely dark now, but still I sit here. I 
haven’t turned the kitchen light on, so I am able to see 
outside rather than staring at my own reflection. The 
pavement is more or less empty, just the occasional late-
comer from work, head down, speeding along, or groups 
of friends on their way to the pub, chatting and laugh-
ing. Meanwhile I sit here, watching, waiting; trying to 
stop the voice that forces its way into my brain, seeping 
around the walls and locks I have constructed to keep it 
out, reverberating through me. The voice that reminds 
me that ten years ago, Daniel Monkton was sentenced 
to ten years, five of which he spent in prison, and five 
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on probation, his every move scrutinised. The voice 
that tells me Daniel Monkton is free to go where he 
pleases now, and contact who he likes. The voice that 
says Daniel Monkton is back, and he wants to make us 
pay for what we did.

Three Little Lies CS6 5th.indd   12 01/05/2018   11:56



13

Ellen

July 2005

The day the new family moved in to the house on the 
corner, Karina and I sat pretend- casually on the front 
garden wall of Karina’s house opposite. Karina was paint-
ing her nails a vivid shade of electric blue, the bottle 
balanced precariously on the uneven brickwork, as I 
leafed through a copy of one of her mum’s magazines.

The summer holidays had only begun that week, 
and already they promised to be the most boring since 
records began. Yet again we weren’t going anywhere on 
holiday. Lilly Spencer’s mum and dad were taking her 
to Dubai, and she hadn’t stopped going on about it for 
weeks. We weren’t even going to Bournemouth.

The corner house had been empty for years. I’d heard 
my dad saying they wanted too much for it, it was too big 
for the street and no one who had the money they were 
asking for it would want to live round here. I didn’t really 
understand what he meant, but the house was certainly 
bigger than any of the two- and three- bed terraces and 
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semis that lined the rest of the street, and its corner plot 
meant the garden was huge compared to mine and those 
of my friends. It even had a garage, unlike any of our 
houses. Karina and I had got into the garden one day a few 
years ago, through a gap in the fence. The grass was up 
to our knees and it soaked the bottom of our jeans until 
they clung wetly to our legs. We’d peered in through the 
windows at the empty rooms with their high ceilings and 
bare wooden floorboards. One of the windows was loose 
and Karina had wanted us to pull it open and go inside 
but I wouldn’t. Instead we had explored the garden, our 
early- teen self- consciousness preventing us from playing 
the game of hide and seek it really demanded. In the end 
we had climbed the mulberry tree right at the bottom of 
the garden, and imagined lives for the people on the top 
deck of passing buses.

The removal van arrived first. The new family must 
have given them the key because they started unloading 
straight away. It wasn’t normal stuff, though. The first 
thing I saw come out of the van was an ornate birdcage, 
the kind of thing you’d see in an old film on the telly. 
No bird. Then box after box, marked in big, bold letters: 
BOOKS. So many books.

‘Do you have a lot of books in your house?’ I asked 
Karina. I mean, I’d been there obviously, and hadn’t seen 
any, but I didn’t know where people who had a lot of 
books kept them. Maybe they were in her mum’s room. 
We weren’t allowed to go in there.

‘No,’ said Karina. ‘Do you?’
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‘No, hardly any. My mum’s got these old cookery 
books with pictures of weird stuff that no one would want 
to eat. She never cooks out of them, though. And we’ve 
got the Bible, I think.’

‘Do you think they’ve read them all?’ she said. The 
removal men scurried back and forth, getting redder and 
sweatier each time.

‘Dunno. Maybe they’re teachers?’
She sniffed. Neither of us thought much of teachers.
A second van drew up, smaller than the first. Specialist 

Removals, it said on the side. Two men got out, one old 
and bald, the other younger with curly hair and glasses.

‘What’s this?’ said Karina, settling herself more com-
fortably on the wall and screwing the top back on the nail 
varnish, her fingers splayed out like claws.

The two men went into the house and we could hear 
them talking to the normal removal men, although we 
couldn’t make out what they were saying.

‘We’ll have to go round the back, through the French 
windows,’ the curly- haired one said as they came back 
out of the front door and started opening the van. Karina 
and I waited, holding our breath, to see what was going 
to come out.

‘Oh,’ said Karina, as the younger man backed slowly 
out of the van, down a ramp, wheeling something on 
a trolley. It was huge and wrapped in a blue blanket. 
The older man gripped the other end as though his life 
depended upon it. ‘What is it?’

As they manoeuvred it carefully up the kerb and 
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through the garden gate, there was a faint plinking noise.
‘It’s a piano,’ I said, in wonder. ‘One of those big ones. 

They must have taken the legs off. I wonder when the 
family will get here.’ I was impatient to see the exotic 
creatures who owned all this stuff.

‘It might not be a family,’ said Karina. ‘I think it’s a 
weird, old professor who lives alone.’

‘Maybe,’ I said, trying not to stare too obviously at what 
might come out of the truck next. Whatever it was, we 
never saw it because our attention was drawn to a rusty 
old car that had pulled up behind the removal van. I 
clutched Karina’s arm and hissed, ‘They’re here.’

The first one we saw was the dad. He unfolded himself 
from the driver’s seat and stood by the car, yawning and 
stretching. He was tall and broad- chested, with wavy 
dark hair swept back from his face. He was wearing a 
navy jumper with a paisley scarf knotted artistically 
around his neck. I tried to imagine my dad wearing a 
scarf like that, but I simply couldn’t do it; I kept getting 
a picture of him with the grey, woolly one my mum had 
bought him for Christmas last year. I didn’t think he’d 
even worn that.

‘Ooh, Ellen, he’s good- looking,’ said Karina.
‘Good- looking?’ I whispered. ‘He’s about forty- five!’
‘So what?’
I struggled with these conversations with Karina about 

boys, and whether they were good- looking or not. We 
were late starters, both of us having had our first kiss in 
the summer term, at Tamara Gregg’s party. Since then, 
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Karina was forever demanding whether I would get off 
with such- and- such a boy, and debating the merits of all 
the boys in our class. Part of me longed to reply that I’d 
rather die than get off with any of those smelly idiots, but 
I didn’t. Even though I had turned sixteen just before 
her, Karina had a way of making me feel young and 
stupid when it came to stuff like this, so I joined in, usu-
ally agreeing with her assessments. I’d only kissed that 
boy at Tamara’s party so people at school didn’t think I 
was a total freak for never having got off with anyone. 
Karina always ended up concluding that the one she most 
wanted to go out with was Leo Smith. Leo had hair the 
colour of golden syrup and dark brown eyes. He wasn’t 
the coolest, best- looking boy in our year, or the star of 
the school football team, but there was something about 
him. He was clever, but it didn’t seem dorky on him like 
it did on some of the others, the nerdy ones who spent all 
their spare time in the computer room. I didn’t fancy him, 
exactly, not like Karina did, but sometimes I imagined 
having meaningful conversations with him, in which he 
truly understood me like no one else ever had.

Next out of the car were two boys, dark- haired like 
the dad. One looked about our age, the other a bit older, 
maybe eighteen. They were both wearing Converse 
trainers with jeans. The younger one had a grey T- shirt 
with a long- sleeved white top underneath, and the older 
one was wearing a shirt with a skinny tie. They lounged 
out of the car, heads down, muttering to each other, toes 
poking at tufts of grass sticking up between the cracks in 

Three Little Lies CS6 5th.indd   17 01/05/2018   11:56



18

the pavement. I felt the heat from Karina as she pressed 
her leg into mine; I could almost hear her brain comput-
ing their suitability as potential boyfriends. In complete 
contrast to their languor, the mum came bursting out 
of her side of the car, a whirl of embroidered purple 
 material, jangling silver bracelets and flowing, dark hair. 
She rhapsodised over everything: the house, the sun-
shine, the size of the garden.

The four of them started up the garden path. Karina 
drew breath, and I readied myself for an exhaustive dis-
section of the two boys, but then the car door opened 
again at the back, and a head appeared. The first thing 
we noticed was her hair, a shining sheet of bright gold all 
down her back that made me think of the shiny paper 
around chocolate coins. Then it swung round like a cloak 
and we saw her face, heart- shaped and perfect apart from 
a thin, red scar on her right cheek. I heard Karina gasp 
and I knew I’d done the same.

As if she’d heard us, the girl swung her head around and 
gave us a scornful, challenging glare. I dropped my eyes 
guiltily and Karina became absorbed in her fingernails, 
blowing them dry as if her life depended on it. The girl 
let us wither for a moment more, before flicking her hair 
around again and sauntering into the house without speak-
ing a word to the mum, who was standing just inside the 
front door, wittering on about the size of the bedrooms 
and the views across the London skyline. As the front door 
shut behind them, the mum’s voice was abruptly cut off, 
leaving Karina and I staring at each other in the sunshine.
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‘Did you see . . . ?’ Karina whispered.
‘Her face. Yeah.’
‘What do you think happened to her?’
‘Dunno.’
Karina shuddered theatrically. ‘God, Ellen, imagine 

having that on your face. I wonder if it’s permanent. She’s 
really pretty, too.’

‘I know.’
The removal men continued their work, swarming 

back and forth like worker ants, but we had lost interest 
in the family’s possessions, our imaginations caught by 
this beautiful, disfigured stranger, peculiarly romantic, 
like a character in a fairy tale.

As we went back into Karina’s, I turned for one last 
look at the big house, my gaze drawn skywards to the 
bedrooms. There was no one at the bay window on 
the right, but at a smaller window on the left I saw the 
blonde girl. She wasn’t looking at me; she was resting 
her forehead against the glass and staring out across 
the rooftops. Somehow, though, I didn’t think she was 
admiring the view.
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Ellen

September 2017

I wake early, still in my clothes from yesterday, sticky- 
eyed and thick- headed. I spent a fitful night where every 
cell of my body was alert for the click of her key in the 
door, the creak of the loose board in the hallway, the 
peculiar groan of the kitchen tap. I go straight to her 
room, even though I know I would have heard if she’d 
come in during the night.

As always, it’s a mess. I’m reminded of her usual joke – 
that if the police came to our flat for any reason, they 
would assume her room had been broken in to. Fear rises 
in me at the thought, and I give a little half- sob. There 
are clothes all over the floor and spilling out of drawers. 
The wardrobe is half- open, bursting at the seams as ever. 
She has a mirror propped on the chest of drawers behind 
a mishmash of make- up, tangled necklaces, half- drunk 
glasses of stale water. There’s a magazine open at a page 
detailing how to achieve perfect contouring, smudges 
from her fingers evident on the shiny paper. She was 
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here yesterday morning. Her perfume lingers in the air, 
infused into her clothes, her unmade bed.

The leaden feeling in my stomach deepens, and the 
panic I’ve been trying to suppress begins to swirl through 
me. Something is wrong. I know it. She would have 
called me if she was going to be out all night. We always 
let each other know where we are. It’s one of our things, 
always has been. When we first lived together after 
university and she was forever rolling home with some 
man or other, she never forgot to text me. Still alive! Her 
message would often say, or Not dead in a ditch! Only then 
could I go to sleep, safe in the knowledge that she was 
OK. I joked once that I was like her mum, but her face 
darkened and I quickly changed the subject. There are a 
few topics that, despite our years of closeness, she won’t 
ever discuss, and her mother is top of the list, closely 
followed, of course, by the Monktons.

We’ve never discussed the trial, not properly, not even 
at the time. Not even when the letters came. We were 
together the day we got the first one, written and posted 
the morning he was due to be sentenced. Sasha was 
living with us by then. I’m sure Mum had been secretly 
counting down the days until she went to university in 
the October – Mum’s heart had never been in it, although 
even she could see that Sasha couldn’t have continued to 
live with the Monktons, not with Daniel out on bail and 
living there. I’d padded down in the morning to make 
Sasha a cup of tea, leaving her asleep on her back on 
the fold- out bed in my room, arms neatly by her sides, a 
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marble statue. Unreachable. I almost ignored the post on 
the mat, but Mum had been on at me to do more around 
the house, to take notice of the little things that needed 
doing every day, so I picked it up. The top letter was 
handwritten, which was unusual enough to make me 
take a second look. It was addressed to me and Sasha. I 
chucked the rest of the post down on the mat and scur-
ried back upstairs, all thoughts of tea banished from my 
mind. She was awake, and I laid the letter carefully on 
the bed in front of her.

‘That’s Daniel’s writing,’ she said. We both stared at 
it, as if it might grow teeth and bite us. There was a full- 
length mirror on the wall and I glanced into it at the same 
time as she did, our scared faces reflected in the silence 
that lay between us.

‘Shall I  . . . ?’ I reached out a tentative hand. Sasha 
nodded. I slid my thumb under the thick, creamy paper of 
the envelope and tore it open, pulling out a sheet of Olivia’s 
monogrammed notepaper. I was probably  imagining it, 
but I thought I could smell her distinctive musky per-
fume. There were a few lines scrawled on it, and I read 
them aloud to Sasha, my throat constricted by fear.

To Ellen and Sasha

Today I will find out if I will spend the next few 

years of my life in prison, or whether I am free, 

found innocent, as I should be. If I go to prison, 

it’s not only that liar Karina that won’t be able to 

sleep easy.
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You both lied in court. You chose to do this to me, 

and I will never let you forget that. You will pay for 

this one day.

Daniel

I think about that letter now, every word of it burned 
into my brain. Sasha kept it, as she did the others that 
came later, after he was released from prison. We had 
five years of blissful silence, of knowing exactly where 
he was. Either he didn’t write during those five years or 
his letters were confiscated by the prison before being 
posted, considered too threatening. Then five years 
ago, when he was released on licence, it began again. 
Where are those letters now? I leaf through her bedside 
drawers, subduing the guilty, snooping feeling by telling 
myself she wouldn’t mind, not under the circumstances, 
although I’m not sure this is true. I sift through old 
birthday cards, out- of- date medications, dried- up nail 
varnishes and broken jewellery. I find her passport, but 
there is no sign of the letters. I take everything out from 
under her bed and go through every file, every box, but 
I do not find them. I look in every battered shoebox in 
her wardrobe, each old bag hanging on the back of her 
door; I take her clothes out of the drawers, even pulling 
each drawer out to look on the back, as if she might have 
taped them there in the manner of a bad TV movie, but 
there’s nothing. She has kept all her old school essays and 
notes, appointment diaries going back to her university 
days and earlier, clothes and shoes I haven’t seen her 

Three Little Lies CS6 5th.indd   23 01/05/2018   11:56



24

wear for years, and yet she doesn’t appear to have kept 
these letters. It’s not so much that I want to read them – I 
can remember every accusatory word, every expression 
of hatred, every threat  – I just need to see them, to 
satisfy myself that they are here. In the end, I admit 
defeat, slumping on her bed and looking around me. If 
anything, the room looks tidier now I’ve methodically 
searched every inch of it, replacing things as I went. My 
phone trills from the bedside table and I snatch it up. It’s 
Jackson, and as I answer, I pray she has turned up at his 
flat, contrite and armed with a reasonable explanation.

‘Have you heard from her?’ he says without preamble.
My heart sinks. ‘No. So you haven’t either?’
‘Shit. Where is she?’ He sounds more worried than 

angry, and my stomach turns over with a painful flop. It’s 
not only me that’s scared now. ‘Do you think we ought 
to call the police?’

‘Oh God, I don’t know, Jackson. She hasn’t even 
been gone twenty- four hours. They won’t do anything, 
will they?’

‘I don’t know. I suppose we should call around first, 
see if anyone’s heard from her? And maybe call the 
hospitals?’

‘Yes, of course.’ I’ve been so preoccupied with my pri-
vate fears I haven’t thought of these simple things. ‘Will 
you do the hospitals, and I’ll try her friends?’

‘OK. Call me if you hear anything, won’t you?’
‘Of course. You too.’
It strikes me when I cut off the call that I don’t know 
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Jackson as well as you might expect someone to know 
their best friend’s boyfriend. They’ve been together a 
year, it’s not as though he’s some fling. I’m not sure if it’s 
because I haven’t made the effort, or he hasn’t, or whether 
Sasha has kept him at arm’s length for some reason.

I decide to start with Rachel, Sasha’s friend from 
university, who I’ve got to know in the years Sasha and 
I have lived together in London. We form an uneasy 
threesome, spending evenings hanging out in the 
Forresters, our local pub, and Saturday afternoons going 
up to Oxford Street or Covent Garden clothes shopping. 
They often try and persuade me to buy things I’ve tried 
on for fun but can’t afford. Neither of them have much 
understanding of the tight budget I’m living on. Rachel 
has a well- paid job as a management consultant, and as 
well as her job in marketing, Sasha owns this flat outright, 
paid for by her mum. She only charges me a peppercorn 
rent – I couldn’t move out even if I wanted to.

The three of us went on holiday together once. They 
wanted to go to Thailand but there was no way I could 
afford it, so we settled for a week in Malaga, Rachel and 
I taking it in turns to be the spare wheel.

I have a sneaking feeling Rachel wishes she had the 
friendship with Sasha that I have. What she doesn’t 
understand is that it’s borne out of years of shared 
 experience, and no amount of drunken nights out, girly 
days shopping or getting her nails done with Sasha can 
ever replace it, or even come close. We’ve been through 
things together, Sasha and I. Things we can’t even begin 
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to explain to Rachel, or to any of our other friends. Rachel 
will relish being the first to be called. She’s always going 
on about how Sasha is her ‘3 a.m. friend’, the one she 
can call on in an emergency, any time, no matter what. 
She’s not Sasha’s, though, I am, and she is mine. Every 
heartbreak, every drama, I’ve been the one she calls on, 
on the other end of the phone when we were at separate 
universities, and in person ever since we’ve been living 
together. Whether I like it or not.

I suppose Karina was that type of friend too once, 
years ago. But I always knew I wouldn’t be able to stay 
friends with her, not after everything that happened. 
We both needed to move apart, to move on. To try and 
find a way of living with what had happened, to knit our 
ripped- up lives back together.

Rachel picks up on the first ring.
‘Hello!’ she says, sounding surprised, and I realise how 

rarely I call her. ‘Is everything OK?’
I briefly wonder why she thinks it might not be, but 

don’t have time to give it more than a second’s thought. 
‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Have you seen Sasha? I mean yes-
terday, or today.’

‘No, I was at work yesterday, then I came straight 
home,’ she says, as if providing an alibi. ‘I haven’t been 
out yet today. Why?’

‘Jackson came over here last night looking for her. He’d 
been to meet her from work.’

Rachel snorts. She has no time for Jackson’s jealousy 
and paranoia.
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‘Anyway, apparently she hadn’t been at work all after-
noon, and she didn’t come home at all last night.’

‘Have you tried phoning her?’
‘Of course I have,’ I snap. ‘I’m not completely stupid.’ 

I suspect Rachel thinks I’m a flake, not having what 
she sees as a proper job. She’s always flying off to Paris 
or New York in a fancy suit at a moment’s notice. If I 
presented on Classic FM or Radio 3 she’d probably be 
impressed, but she sees Simply Classical as lame – an 
indulgence, barely more than a hobby – and has probably 
never even read any of the articles I’ve had published in 
the classical music press.

‘Yes, I know, sorry,’ she says soothingly. ‘Maybe she . . . 
I don’t know, bumped into someone, and they ended up 
going out, and she stayed over at theirs?’

‘Who, though? Anyway, she would have phoned or 
texted. She always does.’

‘Perhaps she forgot this time.’ She struggles to keep 
out a note of triumph at the idea that Sasha and I are not, 
as she suspects, as close as I think we are. ‘Or she’s out 
of battery.’

This is the only explanation that doesn’t scare me, and 
I’ve been clinging to it like a limpet to a rock. ‘Will you do 
me a favour, Rachel? Call around anyone you can think of 
and see if they’re with her, or if they’ve heard from her.’

‘No problem,’ she says, instantly efficient. We divide 
up all the friends we have phone numbers for and agree 
to call each other the minute we have any news of her. 

*
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Ten minutes later I’ve worked my way through my list 
with no joy, and five minutes after that I get a text from 
Rachel: No one has seen her. Police???

Do you think? Or wait a bit? I text back.
There’s a hiatus, during which Rachel evidently 

decides she doesn’t want the responsibility of making 
this decision, because she replies: Up to you. x

I curl my feet under me on Sasha’s bed, trying to stop 
myself picking at the raw skin around my fingernails. I 
don’t want to make the decision either. I’m aware of my 
tendency to catastrophise, and it makes it hard for me 
to know how realistic my fears are. Will the police laugh 
at me if I call now? She’s a grown woman, after all; she 
doesn’t have to tell anyone where she is. Or if I leave 
it, am I placing her in more danger? Will the police be 
angry if I don’t tell them straight away? But she might be 
back later, or at least have let me know she’s OK. I don’t 
want to waste their time. A text from Jackson to say he’s 
called all the London hospitals and none of them has 
any record of Sasha confuses me further. In the end, I 
pick up my phone and do what I always do when I have 
a decision to make.

‘Hello, sweetheart,’ she says. Straight away I feel 
calmer. Mum and I grew apart during what I think of 
as the Monkton years, but ever since the aftermath of 
New Year’s Eve 2006, it’s been her I turn to for comfort. 
‘How are you?’

‘Not great, actually.’ My voice wobbles. ‘It’s Sasha. 
She’s . . . gone.’
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‘What do you mean, gone?’ Along with thankfulness 
that I haven’t been in an accident, or diagnosed with 
some terrible disease, there’s a tiny hint of irritation. 
Although she had been pleased at first that I’d found a 
new friend, it hadn’t lasted long. As I had begun to spend 
more and more time at the Monktons’ house, Mum had 
sensed she was losing me. She couldn’t even encourage 
me to hang out with Karina more, because she was round 
there every chance she got too, both of us seduced by a 
life so different from the one we knew in our own homes. 
My hackles rise as they always do when I sense criticism 
of Sasha by people who don’t know her as I do.

‘She’s disappeared,’ I say bluntly. ‘No one’s seen her 
since yesterday lunchtime.’

‘Oh!’ She wasn’t expecting that, and I experience an 
uncomfortable throb of self- satisfaction that reminds 
me of our former prickly relationship. ‘Maybe she’s met 
someone, or  . . . I don’t know, taken herself off some-
where. It wouldn’t be the first time, would it?’

I know what she’s referring to. Summer 2006. Sasha 
disappeared without warning, causing no end of worry 
for twenty- four hours, until she called Olivia to say she’d 
bumped into some old friends and taken off to France 
with them on the spur of the moment. I was devastated. 
We’d planned to go on holiday together, but I was left to 
endure deathly dull days working in the Body Shop and 
evenings cloistered in my bedroom in the stifling heat, 
listening to Olivia singing on my hi- fi and wondering 
what Sasha was doing.
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‘She would have told me, Mum, honestly. She’s differ-
ent now.’ Or at least I have to believe that she is.

‘I’m sure she is. I haven’t seen her for  . . . goodness 
knows how many years. She certainly never visits the 
Monktons.’

‘Of course she doesn’t, she hasn’t seen them since . . . 
Hang on, how would you know, anyway?’

‘I can see their house from our front window, can’t I? 
Not that I’m looking, particularly.’

‘No, of course not,’ I say, smiling. Not for nothing do 
her friends call her a one- woman neighbourhood watch.

‘Nicholas, now, he does visit. I suppose he’s the only 
one they’ve got left, poor things.’ She can afford to be 
magnanimous now that Olivia and Tony’s lives have 
played out so badly. ‘Although  . . . ’ She trails off, as if 
she’s thought better of whatever she was going to say.

‘What?’ I pounce, knowing it’s something I would want 
to know, but that she thinks it would be better if I didn’t.

‘It’s probably nothing, don’t worry about it.’
‘Oh, for God’s sake, just tell me, Mum.’
‘Well . . . the other day, I happened to be looking out 

of the window and I thought . . . I thought I might have 
seen Daniel.’

The room blurs before my eyes and I swallow hard, 
concentrating so fiercely on staying calm that I can’t  
speak.

‘Ellen?’ Mum says cautiously.
‘When?’ I manage.
‘Last weekend, I think it was,’ she says vaguely.
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‘And when you say you thought you saw him . . . ’
‘It was getting dark, and he came from the other 

direction, rather than past our house, so I didn’t get a 
really good look at him. It could have been Nicholas, I 
suppose; they were very alike, weren’t they? I don’t think 
so, though – it was something about him, the way he was 
walking, maybe.’

My heart is thumping and I try to breathe deeply, the 
phone burning hot against my ear. If Daniel really is 
back, then I have no choice but to call the police. You 
will pay for this one day. I pretend there’s someone at the 
door and say a quick goodbye to Mum.

Alone, I lie down on Sasha’s bed, burying my face in 
her pillow, wrapping her duvet around me, trying to bring 
her back to me. It doesn’t warm me, though. Nothing 
can, because lying here surrounded by her things, breath-
ing in the scent of her, all I can think about, ice creeping 
through me, is Daniel Monkton.
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Ellen

September 2005

Karina wasn’t in school. It was the third day back after 
the summer holidays, our first term as sixth- formers, 
and she’d been off sick for all three of them, making me 
realise how much I relied on her. We were the only two 
girls who had gone on from our primary school to this 
school, and having her there had made me lazy about 
making other friends. I got on OK with everyone, it’s not 
that I was bullied, or even unpopular, but I wasn’t part 
of any of the little groups that had formed over the five 
years we’d been at secondary school. And usually that 
was OK, because me and Karina were our own gang. She 
lived down the street from me, and we’d been in and out 
of each other’s houses for as long as I could remember. 
It wasn’t so much that we had chosen each other – in 
fact, sometimes it felt more as if we were stuck with 
each other – but it seemed too late, somehow, to change 
things. Karina and I weren’t studious, A- grade students, 
we weren’t sporty, and we certainly weren’t part of the 
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cool group who went out drinking at the weekends and 
hung out with the good- looking boys. There was nothing 
about either of us that would encourage new friendships, 
so we tried to feel grateful that we had each other, at least.

By the Wednesday, I was running short on people to 
hang out with, so after gulping down my lunch alone in 
the cafeteria, I headed to the library where, although I 
would still be alone, at least no one would see me except 
those who had their own problems to worry about. I was 
passing one of the maths classrooms, near the library, 
when Leo Smith barrelled out, bumping into me as 
he did so.

‘Oh God, sorry,’ he said, putting his hands on my 
shoulders. ‘Are you OK?’ His palms were warm, his eyes 
dark chocolate pools. A hint of a thrillingly masculine 
fragrance lingered around him.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘No problemo.’ No problemo? I 
groaned inwardly.

‘Great,’ he said and sped off down the corridor.
I tried not to stare after him and was about to walk on, 

when I saw the girl from the corner house standing by 
the open window of the classroom, her golden hair lift-
ing in the breeze. She held her hand to her face, the tip 
of her finger stroking the place where I knew the angry 
red scar was, although it was either fading or she was so 
skilful at hiding it with make- up that it was barely visible. 
I hesitated at the door, torn between my natural shyness 
and the curiosity that had been growing inside me since 
the day Karina and I had watched her family moving in.
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We had come to an unspoken agreement over the 
summer that meant we had spent much of our time sit-
ting together on the seat in the bay window in her front 
bedroom, pretending to read or play board games, our 
heads whipping round at any sign of movement opposite. 
With the windows open, we could hear the faint strain 
of music floating through the still, summer air; some-
times the piano, sometimes what must have been the 
mum singing opera, sometimes a musical instrument we 
couldn’t identify. We watched the boys loafing off in the 
direction of the station, and the mum and dad coming and 
going, sometimes separately and sometimes together, at 
all sorts of different hours, and in a variety of outlandish 
outfits. The dad was often holding a black case that we 
could only suppose contained the instrument. We were 
fascinated by them. My dad left and returned at exactly 
the same time every day, wearing the same cheap suit 
and carrying a bag with his sandwiches in, as had Karina’s 
before he died a couple of years ago. Our mums worked 
part- time, a remnant from the days when we needed to 
be collected from school every day. They rarely went out 
in the evenings.

Of the girl we had seen very little. She didn’t often 
leave the house, and when she did, she walked swiftly 
down the street, sunglasses on, head down, as if she was 
in disguise, or trying to escape something. The boys had 
friends over, arriving in jostling groups holding carrier 
bags clinking with beer cans; the scent of barbecuing 
meat would float across to us, mixed with cigarette 
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smoke and sometimes the sweet tang of marijuana. On 
those days I could feel the longing to be in that garden 
oozing out of Karina like blood from an open wound. 
I was happy to be observing from our vantage point in 
her bedroom, heat rising to my face at the mere thought 
of having to make conversation with all those strangers. 
We couldn’t see the main part of the garden at the back, 
but the boys and their friends would sometimes spill 
into the scrubby patch of grass at the side of the house 
by the garage, where we would get tantalising glimpses 
of them, and catch scraps of snatched conversations. 
More than once we heard the boys refer to their sister 
as ‘Lady Sasha’, and you could tell from the way the 
conversation often turned to her, and from their clumsy 
jokes, that their friends were taking more than a passing 
interest in her. She never joined them, though, as far as 
we could tell. Once or twice on the days when the garden 
was crammed with people, the parents moving easily 
among the teenagers in a way I could never imagine my 
parents doing, we saw her face at the window where we 
had seen her that first day, staring blankly out across the 
London skyline.

Today in the classroom she was also staring out of the 
window, her lips pressed together as if she was trying 
not to cry. I turned to go, but the movement must 
have caught her eye and she looked round at me, her 
face hard.

‘Sorry, can I help you?’ She was well- spoken with a 
back note of Estuary English.
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‘No, I  . . . I was just passing and  . . . ’ I twisted my 
hands together, the rough skin on my palms crackling 
like paper. ‘Are you OK?’

There was a silence, and all the possible answers to 
that question hung in the air between us.

‘I’m fine,’ she said, wiping a finger under each eye 
where her mascara had smudged; because what else 
could she say to someone she’d just met?

I nearly walked away then. I was desperately intrigued, 
but I could tell already that there was an edge to her; in 
fact, she was all edges. I was used to the comfortable 
familiarity of my friendship with Karina, where neither 
of us had to try too hard. But the pull of that house – the 
books, the music, the exotic parents, those dark- haired 
boys – I couldn’t resist.

‘You live in the big house on the corner of Stirling 
Road, don’t you?’

‘Yeah,’ she said, frowning. ‘How do you know?’
‘I live down the road from you. I saw you moving in.’ 

I tried to sound casual. I didn’t want her to know that 
Karina and I had maintained a surveillance operation 
worthy of the Metropolitan Police on her and her family 
all summer. ‘My friend lives opposite.’

‘Not that girl who’s always staring over at us?’ Ah. She 
had noticed, although thankfully she didn’t seem to 
recognise me. Karina must have been putting in extra 
hours when I was at home. ‘Daniel and Nicholas think 
it’s hilarious.’

‘Daniel and Nicholas?’ I said, trying to hide any trace 
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of excitement, while storing away their names to tell 
Karina on the phone later. ‘Are they your brothers?’

‘God, no.’
I waited for her to elaborate but it soon became clear 

she had no intention of doing so.
‘So, have you moved from far?’
‘Not really,’ she said, looking out of the window again.
‘Oh, right. Well  . . . ’ I sensed I was fighting a losing 

battle here, and was about to leave when she spoke again, 
and this time she sounded warmer.

‘What a creep.’
‘Who?’ I said, confused.
‘That boy who was in here, before you came in.’
‘Leo Smith?’ He’d never struck me that way. There 

were boys in our year you knew to avoid, boys with wan-
dering hands and worse, but he wasn’t one of them. Sarah 
Penfold had got completely pissed at a party and woken 
naked in a strange bed to find David Weekes with his 
hands all over her. She’d managed to push him off and 
get out, but who knew if the next girl would be so lucky.

‘If that’s his name,’ the girl said, shrugging.
‘Why, what did he do?’
‘Oh, nothing,’ she said, closing herself back up. ‘Are 

you doing anything?’
‘What, now?’ I was struggling to keep up with the 

constant changes of pace.
‘Yes, of course now. I wasn’t asking you out.’
I reddened. ‘I know, I . . . ’
‘Oh my God, you’re easy to wind up!’
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The blush on my cheeks deepened even further.
‘Oh, come on,’ she said, relenting. ‘Let’s go outside. 

You can tell me which other creeps to look out for.’
As we walked out on to the playground, the curious 

stares of my classmates were hotter on my back than 
the warm September sunshine. I felt briefly guilty about 
Karina – partly because I could already feel my allegiance 
to her shifting and attaching itself to this strange, alluring 
girl, and partly because she was going to be so annoyed 
that I had been the first one to break into the world of the 
corner house, even if I’d only made a very slight inroad 
so far. I shook it off, though, as we sat down on a bench, 
shoving any thoughts of Karina far, far to the back of my 
mind, and turning to bask in the sun.
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